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DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS 
 
Note: The following are brief definitions of key terms used in this dissertation.  
Context 
Context refers to any elements or conditions present in the environment which may 
potentially contribute to the nature of the object of analysis—L2 instructor written 
feedback practices (see p. 15). 
Ecological relationships 
Ecological relationships refer to interactive relationships of all elements exist in a 
particular environment, highlighting the complex and inextricable connection between 
individuals/objects of analysis and their environment (see p. 26). 
Feedback form 
Feedback form is a category of written feedback tokens according to how they appear 
visually and linguistically (see p. 42). 
Feedback purpose 
Feedback purpose is a category of written feedback tokens according to how they 
function pedagogically (see p. 42). 
Feedback target area 
Feedback target area is a category of feedback of written feedback tokens according to 






Mishima, Masakazu. Ph.D., Purdue University, December, 2015. Second language 
writing instructor written feedback practices in an ESL freshman composition class: A 
complexity theory perspective. Major Professor: Dwight Atkinson. 
 
This case study investigated second language writing instructors’ written feedback 
practices from a complexity theory perspective. The purpose of the research was to 
explore and examine contextual factors and their impact on instructor written feedback 
practices. Data were collected from two ESL writing instructors and two ESL writers 
through surveys, interviews, and classroom observations. Based on the results, a 
complexity theory-based model of second language writing instructor written feedback 
practices was developed to represent the complexity of written feedback practice situated 
in the specific instructional context. The findings suggest that the instructors were under 
constant influence of five different contextual factors: 1. instructional context, 2. writing 
task, 3. feedback strategies, 4. student writing performance, and 5. time constraints. Each 
of the factors affected the instructors’ written feedback practices in its own right leading 
them to choose how, why, and where they provided feedback on the students’ drafts. 
Based on the findings, the study challenges the presupposed assumption of the mind-text 
duality, which has been pervasive in second language writing feedback research. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Introduction 
 The present study identifies itself with an area of research in second language (L2) 
writing: instructor-provided written feedback. The aim of this opening chapter is 
threefold. First, it is to present the background of the study. Second, it is to present a 
literature review of studies on L2 writing feedback to date. Thereby, this chapter attempts 
to introduce the current place of L2 writing feedback research and its limitations. Finally, 
the scope of the research with its justification and the overarching research questions 
which guided the study are presented. 
 
The background of the study 
 Of many English speaking countries, the U.S. has been a popular destination for 
higher education for international students.  Recent issues of the Chronicle of Higher 
Education reported that, for the last couple of years, there has been a sharp increase in the 
number of international students attending colleges and universities across the country 
and especially students from China and Saudi Arabia have markedly expanded their 
presence in recent years (Lewin, 2009; McMurtrie, 2011). A similar trend was also 




 These newly arrived international students are often required to take a freshman 
composition course, which has been a common rite of passage for undergraduate students  
at U.S. colleges or universities for more than 100 years (Kinneavy, 1983). It is typically 
the only course that all students enroll in regardless of their disciplinary differences; 
students from different departments flock together and learn so-called “academic 
writing,” which is an important ground work for success in their academic life (Leki, 
Cumming, & Silva, 2008).  However, while the drastic increase of non-English speaking 
population in U.S. higher education has certainly added to students’ diversity, it has 
placed an extra demand on instructors of freshman composition classes, many of whom 
are primarily trained to teach native speakers of English (Friedrich, 2006). That is, 
instructors may face a student population whose language proficiency may not be 
sufficient to engage in common-place activities in the classroom such as discussion, 
presentation, and various other tasks which presume a certain level of English ability to 
participate in effectively. As a counter measure, some universities offer a mainstream 
equivalent composition course which is geared towards this specific population and its 
needs, as suggested by Silva (1994). 
 
The research site & curriculum  
 The present research was conducted at a large public university with one of the 
highest concentrations of international students in the U.S. It hosts approximately 1,200 
incoming international undergraduate and graduate students every year. These students 
upon arrival consult their academic advisers and decide courses in which they enroll in 
their first semester.  
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 After this consultation, students who consider themselves in need of additional 
linguistic support enroll in an ESL freshman composition class, which is called “106i” at 
this institution—an ESL version of a freshman composition course designed specifically 
for nonnative English speaking students.  
 The course curriculum of 106i was originally developed based on the idea of 
sequenced writing (Leki, 1992), which is the conglomeration of two teaching approaches 
that are commonly used in today’s composition classrooms: 1) The process approach 
(Elbow, 1973; Horowitz, 1986; Murray 1985; White & Arndt, 1991; Zamel, 1982, 1983) 
and 2) The genre based approach  (Byram, 2004, Halliday  & Hasan, 1989; Hyland, 2002, 
2003; Johns, 2003; Martin, 2002; Swales, 1990).  
 The course requires students to produce written work in four different school 
genres: 1) Personal Narrative, 2) Literature Review, 3) Interview Report, and 4) 
Argumentative Essay during a semester-long period. In this course, each student is 
required to choose one theme or topic that he/she would write on for the entire semester, 
so that the students produce four major papers on the same theme of their choosing over 
the course of the semester. Each of the writing assignments takes approximately three to 
four weeks to complete. In a typical 106i class, students meet as a whole class for the first 
week of each writing assignment. During this week, students are given assignment 
directions, lectures, and in some cases engage in practice activities to be ready to take on 
the writing assignment. After the first week the students are required to bring their drafts 
and meet their instructor in a one-on-one conference session in which students 
individually discuss their writings with the instructor. Suffice it to say that the provision 
of teacher feedback is a central pedagogical focus in this curriculum. 
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Literature Review: L2 Writing Feedback Research 
Historical overview  
 The inception of first language (L1) and L2 writing feedback studies is inseparably 
linked to the advent of process approach to teaching writing in early 1970s (Elbow, 1973, 
1999; Garrison, 1974). This is because multiple-draft writing instruction became 
common-place in the composition classroom, and teacher commentary on student writing 
in multiple-draft settings was the center of this instructional approach. As the process 
approach became deeply rooted in the composition classroom, many researchers both in 
the L1 and L2 writing classrooms began investigating teacher response to student writing 
(Ferris, Pezone, Tade, & Tinti, 1997; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990; Knoblauch & Brannon, 
1981; Leki, 1990; Newkirk, 1995; Patthey-Chavez & Ferris, 1997; Silva, 1988; Sommers, 
1982; Straub, 1996, 1997, 1999; Straub & Lunsford, 1995; Zamel, 1985, 1987). While 
teacher feedback research flourished since 1970s, due to the earlier formation of L1 
writing feedback research, it greatly impacted the L2 writing feedback research field in 
terms of its focus and areas of inquiry (Ferris, 2003).  
Early L1 writing feedback research on teacher response almost exclusively focused 
on the impact of teacher commentary on student writing. Studies from the end of 1970s to 
1980s on L1 writing feedback collectively presented a dismal picture of the effect of 
teacher commentary as being futile effort (Hillocks, 1986; Kanoblauch & Brannon, 
1981). By contrast, in L2 writing feedback research, researchers reported the positive  
impact of teacher commentary with supporting evidence from empirical results (Conrad 
& Goldstein, 1999; Ferris 1997, 2001; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990; Hyland & Hyland, 
2001; Patthey-Chavez & Ferris, 1997). However, albeit limited to error correction 
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feedback, Truscott (1996, 1999) claimed the negative impact of instructor feedback. 
Despite these contradictory findings and claims, instructor feedback most particularly 
corrective feedback on student writing has continued to be central to the concerns of 
many L2 writing researchers to the present day due to its important role in writing 
instruction. 
 L2 instructor-provided written feedback. Areas of research in L2 instructor-
provided written feedback. In the last three decades, a substantial number of studies on 
teacher commentary in the L2 writing classroom have been published. In a recent study, 
Biber, Nekrasova, and Horn (2011) conducted a meta-analysis on the effects of feedback, 
while providing an overview the current state of research in L2 writing feedback. In this 
study, the researchers reviewed articles published in dozens of major journals between 
1980 and 2007. Their comprehensive review of the literature during the period revealed 
that there are four major sub-areas that teacher commentary studies have addressed: 1) 
“Type of feedback”, 2) “Focus of feedback”, 3) “Tone of feedback,” and 4) “Mode and 
source of feedback” (p. 7-9). Ellis (2009) also presented a typology of written corrective 
feedback types examined in L2 writing feedback research, exclusively focusing on 
written feedback on linguistic errors.  Finally, Ferris (2003) and Hyland and Hyland 
(2006a) conducted extensive reviews of L2 writing feedback research studies published 
in the past decades, while identifying the primary areas of interest in L2 writing feedback 
research.  
Based on the scholarly works presented above, the areas of inquiry primarily 




1. What forms of feedback does the instructor use to provide written feedback? (IE.,  
“tone”, “mode”, and “source” of feedback)  
2. What issues of writing does the instructor focus on when providing feedback?  
(IE., focus of instructor feedback) 
3. To what extent does instructor feedback affect students’ writing skill  
development? (I.E., effects of instructor feedback) 
(Biber, et al., 2011, p. 7-9) 
 
   As these questions represent, researchers in L2 writing feedback have been 
focusing their attention on investigating how instructors provide written feedback, what 
issues of writing which instructor feedback attempts to treat, and how instructor feedback 
affects the development of L2 writing skills. As such, the following sections present first 
a review of select studies specifically related to: 1. forms of written feedback, 2. focus of 
written feedback, and 3. effects of written feedback. In addition, some L2 written 
feedback researchers examined contextual settings in which written feedback is provided 
to examine the role of context in providing written feedback (Hyland, & Hyland, 2006b). 
Since the role of context is relevant to the present research, the review of the research 
also extends to the issues of written feedback and instructional context. Then, major 
methodological issues in L2 written feedback research and the purpose of the present 
research are presented. 
 Forms of written feedback. Types of written feedback are an important 
conceptual framework most specifically incorporated into error correction research. 
Feedback classification originally stemmed from Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 
research, particularly from the area of SLA feedback research. For example, Hendrickson 
(1978) classified teacher feedback into direct and indirect to explain the different types of 
feedback that the instructor may choose to provide to treat students’ errors. According to 
Hyland & Hyland (2006a), direct feedback is defined as “the provision of the correct 
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linguistic form by the teacher to the student” (p. 83), and indirect feedback is the 
teacher’s indication that “an error has been made - by means of an underline, circle, or 
other mark - but does not provide the correct form, leaving the student to solve the 
problem that has been called to his or her attention” (p. 83). The classification of written 
feedback in terms of direct and indirect has been continually used as a major typology to 
the present day (Junqueira & Payant, 2015).  
 Forms of written feedback were also examined in terms of commenting strategies 
which instructors used to provide written feedback. For instance, Conrad and Goldstein 
(1999) found that the participants used various forms of statements such as declaratives, 
imperatives, questions, suggestions, and hedges.  Similarly, Ferris (1997) studied 
approximately 1,600 teacher comments to identify the pragmatic purposes and linguistic 
features of the comments.  The researcher found that teachers used short to very long 
comments in forms of question, statement, imperative, exclamation, and hedges for 
various pragmatic purposes such as asking for information, making a request, and giving 
a positive comment.   
 Although the aforementioned two studies carefully examined the features of 
instructor-provided written feedback, it is perhaps worth pointing out that the number of 
such studies is extremely small in the field (Ferris, 2003). At this point, we know that 
teachers use various strategies to provide written feedback and the choice of these 
strategies are intertwined with different writing assignments, students, and drafts (Bates, 
Lane, & Lange, 1993). 
 Focus of Written feedback. Some early L2 writing studies on instructor feedback 
almost exclusively focused on identifying the focus of written comments provided by L2 
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writing instructors. In this thread of research, researchers investigated the issues of 
student writing on which instructors provided written comments. One of the earliest such 
studies is Zamel’s work published in 1985 in which she reported that instructors 
primarily focused on sentence-level language related problems, most specifically 
grammatical issues rather than a composition as a whole. Zamel made a rather hasty 
generalization that instructor feedback is highly limited in its scope as it does not 
consider other potential writing issues. However, the study was criticized, for instance, by 
Silva, (1988), and Ferris, Pezone, Tade, and Tinti (1997), due to its overgeneralizing 
nature of its claim.  
 Contrary to the findings reported in Zamel’s study, many published research in 
1990s, reported that there is a wide array of issues at which written instructor feedback is 
targeted, including surface-level errors to rhetorical concerns (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; 
Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990, Caulk, 1994; Ferris, 1995, 1997; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 
1994, 1996; Lam, 1991; Saito, 1994). For example, Cohen and Cavalcanti (1990) found 
that instructors provided written feedback on a range of issues including mechanics, 
grammar, vocabulary, content, and organization. Ferris, et al. (1997) reported that 85% of 
instructors’ comments focused on rhetorical development and the presentation of ideas. 
Ashwell (2000) found that writing instructors provided written feedback on content 
issues such as unclear messages, coherence, and repetition. The researcher also found that 
some instances of written feedback encouraged students to combine and separate 
paragraphs for better essay organization. A case study conducted by Diab (2005) reported 
that the ESL instructor provided written feedback on grammar, spelling, punctuation, 
essay development, thesis statement, and organization, and the instructor’s belief about 
9 
 
teaching writing affected her choice of the writing issues which need to be treated by 
written feedback. Suffice it to say that a majority of the research studies in this thread 
found that L2 writing instructors provide feedback on a range of writing issues, which is 
not confined to, for instance, grammar or lexical errors. 
 Effects of written feedback. The most substantial area of research in L2 writing 
feedback has examined one particular type of feedback and its impact on two areas of 
writing—error correction on grammar and/or lexical use (Biber et al., 2011; Ferris, 2003; 
Hyland & Hyland, 2006a). A well-known distinction that is made to consider error was 
first proposed by Ferris (1999) as treatable and untreatable errors. Treatable errors are 
rule-governed. Therefore, these were easy to teach and treat, whereas untreatable errors 
have no clear rules. Hence, it is not possible to treat at least in a short-term. In addition to 
the operationalization of error, error correction research has been diverse in terms of 
differing areas of L2 writing development investigated such as accuracy, fluency, and 
complexity (Skehan, 1998), and of types of corrective feedback used to treat grammatical 
errors (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Chandler, 2003).  
 In spite of researchers’ focused attention to this specific area of L2 writing feedback 
research, the effectiveness of corrective feedback remains controversial to the present 
day. For instance, several researchers found that corrective feedback provides either 
negative, or no significant impact to students’ subsequent revisions (Connors & 
Lunsford, 1993; Fazio, 2001; Kepner 1991; Robb, Ross & Shortreed, 1986; Sheppard, 
1992; Truscott, 1996; Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 1998). Others found that corrective 
feedback is an effective means to improve accuracy in students’ writing (Ashwell, 2000; 
Bitchener, 2008, 2009; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 2005; 
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Chandler, 2003; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1999, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2010; Ferris, 
Liu, Sinha, & Senna, 2013; Frantzen, 1995; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987; Kepner, 1991; 
Lalande, 1982; Polio, 1997).  
 Amongst those who claimed the negative, or no beneficial impact of corrective 
feedback, Truscott (1996) is perhaps the strongest advocate of no corrective feedback in 
the L2 writing classroom, which is exemplified by a controversial statement that he 
made, “grammar correction has no place in writing courses and should be abandoned” (p. 
328). Although his remark created contention in the field, it led to an active scholarly 
debate in the next decade between those who supported the view that Truscott presented 
and those who showed a clear opposing view. 
 The focal point of this debate is whether or not error correction leads to gains in L2 
writing development. However, error correction research studies have presented diverse 
areas of focus in their investigation. This diversity stemmed from, for instance, what 
types of error are investigated (Guenette, 2007) and what forms of corrective feedback 
are examined (Shintani, Ellis, & Suzuki, 2014). As for the current state of error correction 
research, the methodological issues in the previous studies are clearly visible and the lack 
of consensus over the effect of corrective feedback is significantly tied to inconsistent 
research designs and methodology (Guenette, 2007). Currently available meta-analysis 
studies on the effectiveness of written corrective feedback also reported contradictory 
results (e.g., Biber, et al., 2011; Kang & Han, 2015).  
 Considering a variety of types of feedback and errors examined, it is understandable 
why the error correction research studies to date have presented no concrete generalizable 
evidence pointing to the positive impact of error correction (Truscott, 2007).  
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However, to the present day, corrective feedback research studies have maintained a 
markedly highlighted place amongst other research studies related to L2 writing written 
feedback (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bruton, 2009, 2010; Guenette & 
Lyster, 2013; Jodaie & Farrokhi, 2012; Lee, 2010; Montgomery & Baker, 2007; Polio, 
2012; Shintani, et al., 2014; Sugita, 2006). Given that the bulk of research studies 
published in recent years, researchers are likely to continue this line of research, 
considering that error correction in L2 writing instruction takes an important pedagogical 
role. 
 
L2 writing written feedback and instructional context 
As presented above, a vast number of L2 feedback research studies have been 
published in the last decades. However, there is one major limitation common to the 
previous studies irrespective of the diverse areas of focus. It is their insufficient attention 
to the instructional context and in many cases, over-reliance on a survey or textual data as 
the primary method of data collection and analysis. For instance, in a typical L2 feedback 
study, contextual information is purposely controlled in order to pay a focused attention 
to one aspect of instructor feedback and its impact (Ferris & Roberts, 2001).  
A popular method employed by researchers in their investigation of L2 instructor-
provided written feedback involves theory-driven, and top-down analysis of textual data 
such as students’ papers and instructor written comments. However, this methodological 
choice necessarily forces the researcher to focus on a particular aspect of teacher 
comments or student writing in their analysis. Such reductionist approach in feedback 
studies naturally disregard situational factors, when such factors might have significant 
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relevance in considering the effects of feedback. This may be regarded as a reasonable 
approach in the sense that situational factors could make a study indefinitely complex. 
However, the approach, in effect, has led to the scarcity of a holistic investigation into the 
role of instructor feedback in L2 writing feedback research.  
Although the presence of L2 writing feedback studies which paid focused attention 
to context is still scarce, some studies examined L2 written feedback in relation to 
various contextual matters, which extended to not only written feedback, but student 
attitude and motivation, student revision processes, instructor-student relationships, and 
instructional context.  For instance, one of the earliest research studies which investigated 
written feedback and instructional context was conducted by Conrad and Goldstein 
(1999). In this study, the researchers investigated the relationship between instructor 
feedback and students’ subsequent revisions, while accounting for contextual factors such 
as content knowledge, strongly-held beliefs, the course context, and the pressure of other 
communities. The findings suggest that to further our understanding of students’ revision 
processes in response to written feedback, researchers need to examine not only specific 
instances of feedback but also the types of problems students are required to solve and 
individual factors affecting the students in their revision activities.  
Hyland (1998, 2000) examined a relationship between written and oral feedback and 
instruction reporting that written feedback became more effective when it was reinforced 
through oral feedback and instruction. The study highlighted the importance of 
considering not only written feedback, but also the other learning activities taking place 
in the classroom. The similar findings were also reported by Hyland and Hyland (2006b).  
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More recently, Tardy (2006) examined the relationship between instructor feedback 
and student response in a graduate course, while considering the influence of student past 
writing experience. The study found that due to their past writing experience, students 
may resist a certain type of feedback from the instructor. As a result, instructors may 
exercise potential appropriation of student text through written feedback.  
Goldstein (2006) conducted two separate case studies to examine the relationship 
between instructor feedback and student revision in relation to student motivation. 
Through examining student-instructor communications, multiple-drafts from the student 
participants, and written commentary from the instructors, the study found that successful 
and unsuccessful revisions in response to instructor written feedback were largely due to 
student motivation which was significantly tied to students’ personal views on the 
relative importance of their writing courses. As the study reported, unsuccessful revisions 
are typically related to the areas of writing issues which require significant attention and 
effort from students—the student participants tended to stay away from revising the 
issues due to the time constraints. Hence, the study concluded that the level of students’ 
commitment to revision activities was not only affected by instructor written feedback 
but also their personal circumstances. 
Lee (2008) investigated Hong Kong secondary school teachers’ feedback practices 
on their students’ essays, while exploring contextual factors which might have influenced 
their reactions. The study found that the teacher feedback led students to become “passive 
and dependent” (p. 144) and teacher feedback can be “debilitated by a socio-political 
climate” (p. 82). The significance of the study to be noted is its attempt to explain how 
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specific feedback practices of secondary school writing instructors emerged as a result of 
the larger educational culture and its influence.  
A matter of context has also made its way into corrective feedback research. Evans, 
Hartshorn, McCollum, and Wolfersberger (2010) attempted to interpret the inconclusive 
error correction debate by incorporating three major contextual variables: “the learner, 
the situation, and the instructional methodology” (p. 455). Using their proposed 
conceptual framework, the researchers conducted a pilot study to examine the impact of 
“dynamic written corrective feedback” (p. 456) upon the improvement of accuracy in 
student writing. The study found that there is a marked gain in linguistic accuracy in 
student writing. 
Ferris, et al. (2013) conducted a longitudinal multiple case study to examine L2 
written corrective feedback and student revision processes. The study reported that 
student participants showed varying responses to written feedback which were influenced 
by their past writing experience, grammar instruction, and individual characteristics such 
as level of self-confidence, and general attitude to writing. Furthermore, student 
participants highly appreciated the opportunity to discuss received written feedback with 
the instructor in an interactive and individualized manner. Thus, the study suggested that 
L2 writing instructors should attempt to “fine-tune” their 
feedback practices and give opportunities to students to ask questions about feedback (p. 
322). 
 The significance of the studies presented above is their active attempt to include 
contextual factors (e.g., student attitude) as relevant sources of information to understand 
instructor feedback practices. However, the treatment of context may still be considered 
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insufficient as researchers paid attention only to the small number of select contextual 
factors (e.g., Evans, et al., 2010).  
 The tendency to exclude contextual factors outside of the margin in L2 writing 
written feedback research is still present in the field (Hyland & Hyland, 2006b; Hyland, 
2013; Lee, 2008, 2014; Ravand & Rasekh, 2011). In a collective sense, research studies 
in L2 writing feedback have pursued mostly the questions of what. However, the research 
to date rarely pursued questions of why (Lee, 2008). Hence, the findings reported have 
little to offer when it comes to explaining, for instance, why instructors decide to give 
specific feedback to a particular instance of problem in student writing. Providing such 
detailed accounts on instructor feedback obviously requires much contextual information.  
 
The Purpose of the Present Research 
As a preface to the present research, this chapter presented the major body of L2 
writing feedback research. The review of literature presented in the previous sections 
revealed the pattern in the substantial body of L2 writing feedback research—the general
lack of attention to contextual factors surrounding instructor feedback. Hyland and 
Hyland, (2006b) raised this specific concern and called for inclusion of contextual 
matters in L2 writing feedback studies. However, there is a tendency to disregard 
contextual information in teacher feedback studies in L2 writing, and this tendency 
continues to remain in the field (Hyland & Hyland, 2006b; Lee, 2008).  
While diverse areas of focus within the L2 writing feedback research is certainly a 
welcoming trend assuming that the more research would expand our knowledge base, 
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there are few studies which investigated instructor-provided written feedback and its 
relationship with various contextual factors.  
In order to examine the matter of reasoning or motivation behind any social action, it 
is essential to delve into what situational or contextual factors are at work. For instance, 
Casanave, (2003) argued for more “socio-politically oriented ways” of research in order 
to expand our scope of investigation into the social and political aspects of instructor 
feedback and its role (p. 85).  Goldstein (2004) argued for the importance of inclusion of 
contextual factors in understanding the nature of L2 writing instructor feedback. Ravand 
and Rasekh, (2011) also argued, “The role of feedback on writing involves complex 
issues and needs to be considered within the total context in which the feedback is 
given.” (p. 1136). Similarly, Hyland (2013) stated that research on L2 feedback rarely 
considers “what goes on in language classrooms” (p.240). Finally, Lee (2014) stated, 
“Although feedback is delivered by different teachers to different learners in different 
contexts, very little research has captured the contextual and sociocultural dimension of 
teachers’ work” (p. 201-202). The perspectives expressed above highlight the major 
limitations cutting across the previous L2 writing feedback studies and the need to 
examine contextual factors as relevant sources of information to further our 
understanding of the nature of instructor feedback practice and to attend to questions of 
why.  
In order to fill the gap in the field, the current research examined what and how 
different contextual factors influence L2 writing instructor feedback practices in an on-
going classroom. Thereby, the study attempted to develop a tentative theoretical model 
that explains the nature of instructor feedback in terms of their relationship with 
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contextual forces present in the specific instructional context. To approach the matter of 
context, here I briefly define “context” as any elements or conditions present in the 
environment which may potentially contribute to the nature of the object of analysis—L2 
instructor written feedback practices. It is a major principle of my theoretical 
framework—complexity theory—that context emerges from the total interaction of all 
elements in an ecology, specifically the pedagogical ecology of L2 instructor written 
feedback practices, not simply a frame or mold into which the object of analysis is placed 
or poured. In that sense, all contexts are dynamic and unique combinations of all 
contributing environmental factors rather than static and simply generalizable (see 
Chapter 3). 
 
Research questions  
Based on the literature review presented in this chapter, the present study first 
attempted to explore contextual factors which affect L2 writing instructor-provided 
written feedback practices based on the overarching question below: 
RQ1: What contextual factors affect L2 written feedback practices?
Following this attempt, one additional research question was posed to investigate the 
relationships between contextual factors and L2 writing instructor written feedback 
practices:
RQ2: How do contextual factors identified relate to L2 written feedback practices? 
In summary, this study sought to provide a context-based description of instructor 
feedback on L2 writing and to develop a working theory that captures a dynamic social 
interaction encapsulating L2 writing written feedback practices. In order to achieve the 
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objectives, this study paid utmost attention to contextual settings in which two instructors 
provided feedback to their students’ written products. The present study was inspired by a 
specific theoretical lens applied to evaluate the current place of L2 writing feedback 
studies. As such, the next chapter presents one major theory and associated conceptual 
tools which collectively defined my perspective and approach to the research.  
 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter has reviewed research studies in L2 written feedback, while 
discussing the major limitations of the previous research. Specifically, the general state of 
L2 written feedback research has been highlighted by its light treatment of context in 
examining L2 written feedback. The chapter also has stated the purpose of the current 













CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 
 
Introduction  
 The present research adopted a particular theoretical lens in order to approach L2 
writing feedback. This theoretical lens is a specific version of complexity theory as 
proposed by Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008). It encapsulates three major 
conceptual tools: dynamic systems theory (DST), the ecological approach, and situated 
cognition. The work of Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) was selected as a primary 
reference due to the fact that it is a major comprehensive scholarly work available today 
on complexity theory relevant to the field of applied linguistics. While the details of 
complexity theory and associated conceptual tools are presented in the chapter, based on 
Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008), complexity theory in this research is defined as 
follows: 
Complexity theory is a theory which aims to explain sociocognitive phenomena by 
examining the interconnectedness of dynamic and adaptive components which 
constitute a complex system.   
 The major aim of this chapter is to introduce the major theoretical framework that the 
present research employed in investigating L2 writing feedback. First, the chapter 




 Second, the chapter presents the specific version of complexity theory, aggregate 
complexity theory to overview the basic tenets of the theory, while also explaining the 
key concepts in complexity theory, simple and complex systems. Third, the chapter 
reviews three major conceptual tools used to adapt complexity theory to applied 
linguistics. Finally, the chapter concludes by discussing the significance of complexity 
theory in relation to L2 writing feedback research and the present research. 
 
Genealogy of Complexity Theory 
 In this section, a general history of complexity theory is presented, focusing on its 
major theoretical antecedents before presenting the particular version of complexity 
theory adopted and adapted for the present research.  
 
Predecessors of complexity theory 
 What we refer to as complexity theory today is, in fact, a collection of theories 
which stemmed from three major fields of science: cybernetics, biology, and mathematics 
(Abraham, 2011). Cybernetics was well defined by Weiner (1961) as an interdisciplinary 
area of research which studies systems which manifest different possibilities of behaviors 
in animal and machine.  
 The field of biology also influenced the development of complexity theory. In the 
1920s, the European biologist von Bertalanffy started to develop what became known as 
General Systems Theory (GST) (Abraham, 2011; von Bertalanffy, 1972; Skyttner, 2001). 
The basic tenets of the theory are its holistic view of phenomena, and the existence of 
adaptive open systems. The significance of von Bertalanffy’s work lies in his attempt to 
21 
 
apply his theory beyond the field of biology, as Abraham (2011) stated that von 
Bertalanffy applied the theory to explain social systems and world cultural history. This 
adaptation of GST to wider interdisciplinary areas of research was carried further by 
another influential biologist, Waddington (Waddington, 1977). 
 The last of the three fields that laid a foundation for the development of complexity 
theory is mathematics. Complexity theory in mathematics was proceeded by the 
invention of dynamical systems theory (DST) and it can be traced back as far as Issac 
Newton, and then forward to Poincaré, who shaped the theory into its modern form 
(Abraham, 2011). The most significant aspect of DST is its assumption of the dynamic, 
ever-changing nature of systems, which is commonly known today as chaos theory in a 
variety of fields (Cambel, 1993; Goldberger, 1996; Levy, 1994; Thelen, 2005).  
 As presented above, the origins of complexity theory indicate its multidisciplinary 
nature, cutting across different fields of inquiry. However, the manner in which this 
theory is adapted to a field is not uniform. As such, the next section reviews the basic 
tenets of complexity theory adapted for the present research.  
 
Complexity Theory in Applied Linguistics: Theoretical Tenets 
 The present research is affiliated with a specific version of complexity theory as 
adapted to the field of applied linguistics based on the work of Larsen-Freeman and 
Cameron (2008). Their view on complexity theory is reflective of aggregate complexity 
theory as defined by Manson (2001). Hence, the following section briefly reviews the key 
components of aggregate complexity theory in order to define complexity theory as 
adapted to the present research. 
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Aggregate complexity theory  
 Manson (2001) offered an extensive discussion of how complexity theory has been 
adapted to different fields of research by presenting differing perspectives and 
approaches to research that complex theory embodies.  In his discussion, he categorized 
complexity theory into three different types: “algorithmic”, “deterministic”, and 
“aggregate” (Manson, 2001, p. 405). The present research is most closely associated with 
“aggregate” complexity theory for its theoretical compatibility with social science 
research. It also corresponds to Larsen-Freeman and Cameron’s (2008) view of 
complexity theory and their attempt to adapt it to applied linguistics. Manson (2001) 
summarized the key components of aggregate complexity theory as follows: 
In order to understand aggregate complexity, it is necessary to explore a key set of 
interrelated concepts that define a complex system: relationships between entities; 
internal structure and surrounding environment; learning and emergent behavior; and 
the different means by which complex systems change and grow.  (p. 409)  
 
 The key terms in this quote are “relationships,” “surrounding environment,” and 
“change and grow,” which are all essential to the theoretical foundation of the present 
research. Any system of behavior such as language learning contains various internal 
components, and their relationships/interaction gives rise to particular behaviors of a 
system at a specific time and beyond.  
 Internal components of a system all have interactive and often non-linear 
relationships, which create the adaptive and dynamic nature of the system. This core 
theoretical assumption of complexity theory can be considered as an antithesis to the 
pervasive cognitive approach to research and its primary method of knowledge making. 
For instance, in SLA, the learner is often treated as a static entity which can be defined by 
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individual characteristics. For instance, L2 learners are often defined by their language 
proficiency alone or a few additional demographic variables (Ellis, 2008). Once the 
learner is defined as an advanced learner by whatever measure, it is treated as if it were 
an ancient mammoth trapped in an icy glacier, a frozen snapshot of one particular aspect 
of the subject. This often reductionist treatment of context leads to convenient 
simplification or operationalization, and the context is pushed to the margins. Thus, the 
conceptual and methodological spheres of traditional SLA research display sign of a 
presupposed separation between the mind, body, and the environment (Atkinson, 
Churchill, Nishino, & Okada, 2007; Nishino & Atkinson, 2015).  
 By contrast, aggregate complexity theory presupposes that the surrounding 
environment in which a system operates is not a separate, independent entity. In other 
words, there is no separation between the environment and the system. While there are 
conflicting views regarding how to conceptualize the environment (context) and its 
relationship with the system, the present research does not draw a clearly definable line 
between the system and the environment. This view reflects a particular version of 
complexity theory adapted for the present research and hence, it necessitates that an 
investigation into a subject includes an investigation into its environment. 
 Characteristics of simple systems. Complexity theory attempts to explain the 
subject of interest through a unit called a system, which encapsulates human agency and 
the environment (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008). Systems can be found everywhere 
in our daily lives. We may, for instance, consider a supermarket as a field in which a 
system operates. A simple [i.e., non-complex] system that can be observed in this 
example is where consumers enter and/or exit the store (hereafter, the enter-exit system). 
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If there is only one entrance and exit, we can observe the predictable behavior of every 
consumer; they would use the entrance to enter the store and leave the store from the exit 
given that there are no other conditions in the system. In the enter-exit system, the two 
internal components of the supermarket (the entrance and the exit) and an additional 
component, the presence of consumers, collectively give rise to the predictable behavior 
of consumers. This is an example of a simple system which consists of three different 
components within the supermarket field.  
 Characteristics of complex systems. While behaviors of a simple system by 
definition are stable and predictable, a complex system is dynamic and adaptive. Larsen-
Freeman and Cameron (2008) proposed that the fundamental theoretical lens that a 
complexity theory encompasses can be summatively expressed as follows: 
 A complex system is dynamic. 
 A complex system is adaptive. 
 A complex system is interconnected from within. 
 A complex system is situated in the environment.  
 
 Referring back to the supermarket example, if our interest lies in consumer behavior 
at the supermarket, complexity theory would attempt to consider all potentially related 
contexts of consumer behavior, not only individual characteristics of the consumers, but 
also the specific physical layout of the supermarket which coordinates their activity. For 
instance, if the store has two entrances, it is not easy to predict which of the two 
entrances that consumers may use to enter the store, as some may use Entrance A, but 
others may use Entrance B. In this specific field, if we are interested in explaining why 
some customers use Entrance A and some use Entrance B, we need to expand our scope 
from a simple system to a collection of systems. To add another system to the 
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supermarket field, we may consider consumers’ respective purchase plans. We may also 
add one more component to the enter-exit system at the supermarket, like a fresh 
vegetable section located by Entrance A. By observing the two systems, we may find that 
many customers who use Entrance A intend to purchase vegetables, but customers who 
use Entrance B intend to buy some other products. The two systems collectively 
coordinate the specific behavior of consumers; one is the physical context of the store and 
the other is the consumers’ respective purchase plan.  
 The interaction of the two systems in the above example creates dynamic behaviors 
of consumers. However, for these two systems to be considered complex, we need to 
assume that the components in the systems are never static. For instance, if the location 
of the vegetable section is somehow changed by the manager of the supermarket, it 
affects the entire system and creates a kind of snowball effect resulting in a change in 
consumers’ behaviors. The assumption of fluidity of system components has a paramount 
importance for a system to be considered as complex; in a complex system, system 
components are not regarded as static frozen objects, rather the nature of the components 
change with time. With this assumption, a collective interaction of the two systems in the 
supermarket leads to the emergence of a complex system; the individual behaviors of the 
components change with time, which leads to change in the entire behavior of the system. 
 In a complex system, all internal components and their collective interaction create 
dynamic and adaptive behaviors of the entire system. The nature of this collective 
interaction and the resulting system’s behaviors are essentially what a complexity theory 
aims to explain on a given subject of interest.  
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  As illustrated in the example above, a complex system is dynamic, adaptive, 
interconnected, and situated in the environment. However, this interpretation of complex 
system is not universal (Holland, 1995). This is because presetting definitive properties of 
complex system at times appears problematic for a specific field where human agency is 
constantly present as in the field of applied linguistics. Therefore, the properties of 
complex systems have been defined in various manners (Baake, 2003; Maasen & 
Weingard, 2000). In this connection, suffice it to say, for the field of applied linguistics, 
the theory needs some form of modification, while considering the nature of inquiry of 
the field and of phenomena, as stated by Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008), “What we 
need to be able to do, if complexity theory is to move past its metaphorical and bridging 
role, is to develop a field-specific classification [of complex systems] (p. 15). This is 
why, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron used DST, ecological approach, and situated 
cognition in order to adapt complexity theory considering the nature of applied linguistics 
field.  
 
Complexity theory and three conceptual tools 
 There are many versions of complexity theory, some of which are more suited than 
others to explaining human behavior. Therefore, the present research followed a 
complexity theory as adapted specifically for applied linguistics (Larsen-Freeman & 
Cameron, 2008). In the process of adapting a complexity theory into the field of applied 
linguistics, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) incorporated three major conceptual 
tools, DST, ecological approach, and situated cognition. These conceptual tools 
collectively represent where this research positions itself within a landscape of competing 
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theories of human development, most specifically in terms of language teaching and 
learning. The same conceptual tools were also used collectively in conceiving the current 
research, guiding the methodological choice, and presenting research findings. As such, 
the following sections briefly review the three conceptual tools and attempt to explain 
how each of the conceptual tools is related to complexity theory.  
 Dynamic systems theory. A major conceptual tool relevant to the present study is 
DST. As reviewed in the previous sections, a complexity theory is significantly tied to 
DST as part of its theoretical antecedents. In addition, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 
(2008) relied heavily on DST to propose their version of complexity theory for DST 
offers a concrete classification of internal components of complex systems such as 
“agent,” “heterogeneity,” “organization,” “adaptation,” “dynamics,” and “emergent 
behavior” (p. 37). With this classification system, DST is particularly useful in 
developing a model of complex system and contributes to the explanatory power of 
complexity theory. 
 The basic theoretical view of DST is characterized by its treatment of phenomena as 
dynamic and ever-changing systems (de Bot, 2008; de Bot, Verspoor, & Lowie, 2005; 
Larsen-Freeman, 2002; van Geert, 2008). Change or development which occurs in a 
system is led by internal components of the system and their collective interaction, which 
forms sub-systems within the system (de Bot & Larsen-Freeman, 2011).  The existence 
of multiple components within a system and the highly interactive nature of internal 
components create variability in the behaviors of a system and its components, which 
often appears to be random and chaotic (Verspoor & Behrens, 2011). Because of DST’s 
theoretical view on the interactive nature of system components and their variability 
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which feed into the development of the system, it is important to observe a system over 
multiple time scales (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008; Norris & Ortega, 2009). It is 
also important to note that a system is not closed or independent; any system interacts 
with other systems potentially present in the field. Thus, it is open and subject to change 
over time. 
 One particular point to note regarding DST is its multi-componential view of 
development in a system. In other words, DST views all internal components of the 
system as developing or changing over time. This is particularly compatible with 
studying social phenomena displaying various internal components and their 
multidirectional interaction. Another point to note is that DST is a powerful tool for 
defining components and presenting their behaviors in a systematic manner, as it 
provides good heuristics and explanatory power in a research study. For instance, Larsen-
Freeman and Cameron (2008) provided a taxonomy of system components to explain the 
internal structure of a dynamic system (see Chapter 7 for details). 
 Ecological approach. An ecological approach in applied linguistics is characterized 
by its central focus on ecological relationships between learners and their environment 
(Kramsch, 2002). Ecological relationships signify that every element in the environment 
interact with each other and their unique interaction gives rise to a particular social 
phenomena (Kramsch, 2002). It essentially highlights that language teaching and/or 
learning is in and part of the context.  
 Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) incorporated ecological approach into 
complexity theory in order to use it as a “base metaphor” to highlight the inextricable 
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links between individuals and the environment (p. 19). Thus, it represents a fundamental 
world-view of complexity theory.  
 The ecological approach was initiated by the prominent American psychologist, J. J. 
Gibson (1977), who studied visual perception, its relationship with the visual 
environment, and promoted an ecological approach to psychology. Later, an attempt was 
made by some researchers to adapt it to applied linguistics research (e.g., Leather & van 
Dam, 2003; van Lier, 2004). van Lier (2010) provided a useful summary of the 
ecological approach as adapted to applied linguistics: 
An ecological approach aims to look at the learning process, the actions and 
activities of teachers and learners, the multilayered nature of interaction and 
language use, in all their complexity and as a network of interdependencies among 
all the elements in the setting, not only at the social level, but also at the physical and 
symbolic level. (p. 3) 
 
 While interconnectedness of learners and their contexts of learning are viewed as an 
important theoretical basis in the ecological approach, the approach expressed in this 
quote also suggests its comprehensive treatment of “all elements in the setting,” 
extending to not only learners but to teachers and their interaction at the social, physical, 
and symbolic level. Owing to this expansive perspective on context and the focus of the 
present research, the current research views teachers and context as the equally important 
elements of language teaching rather than placing, for instance, an exclusive focus on 
teachers’ feedback practices and treating context minimally as an add-on accessory to 
language teaching.  
 Situated cognition. In applied linguistics research, most notably SLA, a 
cognitivist approach has been most influential and has dominated as a theoretical 
framework for studying how people learn a second language (Ellis, 2008). Cognitivists 
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posit that human cognition is centralized in the mind of an individual and in many cases, 
presumes mind-body or mind-environment dualism. The universal assumption of this 
form of cognitive theory is that the mind works just like a computer; when there is input 
in the environment, the mind takes some of it in, and processes it (Hunter, 1999). The 
assumption of this linear relationship between the mind and the environment is quite 
visible in many L2 writing feedback studies as reviewed in the previous chapter as well. 
In this case, input is represented by feedback or treatment (e.g., grammar correction). The 
mind processes the input and new knowledge is formed (Hunter, 1999). As a result, our 
mind produces a revised output (e.g., more accurate control of grammar). This particular 
view of human cognition and the resultant cognitivist-based approach to research, as 
Atkinson (2011) stated, studies the mind in isolation.  
 While cognitivist views of the world still occupy the mainstream in applied 
linguistics—or at least SLA—theorists and researchers have also started to realize the 
ever-more social nature of human cognition (Lantolf, 2006).  Thus, situated cognition 
was conceived as a radical response to the limitations of traditional cognitive theory. 
Robbins and Aydede (2009) provided an extensive historical overview of the 
development of situated cognition. In their discussion, the uniqueness of situated 
cognition theory lies in its inter-connectedness of the mind with the environment. In this 
view, cognition does not happen in isolation, but it occurs while inseparably linked to 
biological and environmental (situational) conditions (Lemke, 1997). Therefore, in 
situated cognition, mind-body dualism is no longer a valid theory of cognition.  
 Larsen-Freeman (2003) also argued that language learning occurs during language 
use within socially situated interaction of individuals. This corresponds to the essential 
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premise of the complexity theory adapted to the field of applied linguistics. That is, 
language learning is a social process (Lantolf, 2006) and this conceptual underpinning 
effectively links human agency with the environment.  
 In developing their version of complexity theory, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 
(2008) adapted situated cognition to account for language learning processes in differing 
situations. This alternative view on the nature of human cognition holds paramount 
importance in the present research. As a fundamental assumption of human cognition, 
this research posits, based on situated cognition, that all our cognitive processes are 
bound up with the environment, and human agency emerged as the result of our cognitive 
processes is inseparably linked to the environment. 
 
The Significance of Complexity Theory in L2 Writing Feedback Research 
   The significance of complexity theory and its potential relevance to the present 
research is highlighted by its comprehensive view of various system components and 
their interactions, as Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) stated: 
Complexity theory aims to account for how the interacting parts of a complex 
system give rise to the system’s collective behavior and how such a system 
simultaneously interacts with its environment (p.1). 
 
 An important point in this quote is that a major aim of complexity theory is to 
explain the nature of interconnectedness of different components within a system, and a 
system’s collective behavior which emerges from the unique relationships among the 
components in a specific environment. The theory proposed here moves away from the 
conventional worldview with which many research studies in L2 writing feedback are 
prototypically associated. That is, a major body of L2 writing feedback research shows 
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exclusive focus on one part or factor rather than the entire ecological system—an attempt 
to understand a tree by looking at one of the leaves alone, but not the ground upon which 
it stands, the roots under the ground, the branches, other plants around them, or the sun.   
 In contrast to the aforementioned conventional approach to research, a complexity 
theory includes what is typically regarded as unwanted background noise in its scope of 
analysis—the noise that is often treated as error in statistics, or confounding variables in 
empirical research design. This particular approach to research requires researchers to 
collect a wide array of data without any predetermined categories; there is no explicit top-
down control over what to collect and what not to in order to exclude background noise 
(de Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007). Hence, a complexity theory-driven research study 
should attempt to collect all potentially relevant information about a subject as an 
essential part of a system. Hence, the system is not predefined but developed from the 
bottom-up process based on empirical data. 
 The application of complexity theory related perspectives into L2 writing research 
are a relatively new phenomenon. Nelson (2004) stated that there was little complexity 
theory-based research in L2 writing as of 2004:  
Although complexity theory has made inroads into the periphery of L2 studies, it has 
remained almost non-existent in the area of L2 writing. If we wish to move forward 
in explaining how students learn to write in another language and to participate in an 
L2 environment, an appropriate place to begin would be with the two main processes 
common to all complex adaptive systems: adaptation and self-organization. (p. 41)  
 
 At the present time, however, the above claim has become less true since a few 
complexity-related research studies have now been conducted, particularly in the area of 
L2 writing accuracy and complexity development. For example, researchers have used 
DST in L2 writing developmental studies (e.g., Baba & Nitta, 2014; Larsen-Freeman, 
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2006; Rosmawanti, 2014). However, the holistic approach signified specifically by 
complexity theory is currently non-existent in L2 writing written feedback research. 
 As extensively reviewed in the previous chapter, a substantial number of L2 writing 
feedback studies have been very “lite” in terms of their treatment of context. This is a 
major limitation of L2 writing feedback research. Given the current state of L2 writing 
feedback research, the adaptation of complexity theory may open up a possibility for 
challenging the limitations inherent in the traditional approach to L2 writing feedback 




This chapter has presented the major conceptual framework of the present research, 
specifically addressing complexity theory, and the three associated conceptual tools, 
ecological approach, situated cognition, and DST. As can be seen in the following 
chapters, the adaptation of the theory informed the entire process of the present 
research—choosing specific research methods, interpreting findings, and offering 
discussion on implications of the research. In summary, through a complexity theory 
perspective, the present research attempted to examine L2 writing feedback from a more 
comprehensive and situated standpoint, looking into instructor written feedback and 





CHAPTER 3: RESERCH DESIGN 
 
Introduction 
 The present research attempted to investigate written feedback in the L2 writing 
classroom environment based on complexity theory. While complexity theory represents 
the overall conceptual framework of the present research, it is not a research method. 
Hence, it was necessary to choose a research method compatible with complexity theory. 
In order to collect extensive data over a period of time, it applied a case study approach 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). The choice of this approach stemmed from its compatibility with 
complexity theory, and the assumption that it is best suited for collecting and analyzing a 
wide array of data from study participants in their instructional context. This chapter 
presents an overview of the research design in regard to methodological foundations, 
recruitment of study participants, participant information, data collection methods, data 
analysis, and the interpretation procedures used for the present research. Finally, the 




The methodology used in this study was primarily inspired by the sociohistoric 
approach used in extensive ethnographic case studies (Prior, 1998). The approach 
signifies a move away from traditional cognitive approaches to research, as Prior 
remarks:
Shifting from views that privilege disembodied knowledge fixed in abstract 
centralized systems to views that privilege embodied action dispersed across places, 
times, and persons, sociohistoric theory challenges a number of deeply entrenched 
categories, particularly the dichotomy of the individual and society. (Prior, 1998, 
p.21-22). 
 
 The statement above clearly indicates clear compatibility with complexity theory and 
its associated conceptual tools presented in Chapter 2 (I.E., ecological approach, and 
situated cognition). In addition to the methodological foundation represented by Prior 
(1998), the present research followed data collection and analytical procedures 
recommended for field-based participant-observer qualitative research as part of 
“interpretive” research conduct (Erickson, 1986, p.119). Specifically, the present research 
referred to the following guidelines presented by Erickson (1986) as the most important 
characteristics of a field research study: 
1. intensive, long-term1 participation in a field setting 
 
2. careful recording of what happens in the setting by writing field notes and  
collecting other kinds of documentary evidence (e.g., memos, records, examples  




                                                     
1 There is no uniform agreement over how long is sufficient to be qualified as “long-
term.” The length of the study should be, however, long enough to observe change or 




3. subsequent analytic reflection on the documentary record obtained in the field,  
and reporting by means of detailed description, using narrative vignettes and 
direct quotes from interviews, as well as by more general description in the form 
of analytic charts, summary tables, and descriptive statistics   
        (p. 121) 
 
 As Erickson stated, this approach to qualitative research involves “careful recording 
of what happens in the setting” (p.121). The present research used various types of 
documentary evidence and interview data as primary sources of information.  
 
Documentary evidence 
 In order to ensure the proper conduct of documenting, this research followed what 
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) referred to as “the participating-to-write style” (p. 18). 
In this style of record keeping, fieldnotes are produced contemporaneously with the 
events, conversations, and actions being described. This involves recording of detailed 
accounts of physical and social interactions which occur in the field and also of the 
researcher’s reflections and impressions of the significance of events in relation to the 
research questions.  
 
Interviews 
 Interviews have been widely used as a data collection instrument in qualitative 
research in applied linguistics (Block, 2000; Pavlenko, 2007; Richards, 2003, 2009). 
However, there is a wide array of theorization and application of the interview as a 
research instrument (e.g., Fontana & Prokos, 2007; Kvale, 1996; Kvale & Brinkman, 
2009; Mann, 2011; Spradley, 1979; Warren & Karner, 2009). Talmy (2010) classified 
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varying uses of interview data in research studies into two major types: 1. “Interview as 
research instrument” 2. “Interview as social practice” (p. 129). The former tends to view 
interview data as an untainted representation of the inner mind of the subject, including 
his/her experience, feelings, or beliefs. Thus, the interviewee’s response holds paramount 
authority in representing his/her subjective or objective reality (Talmy, 2010). By 
contrast, the latter views interview data as the result of social interaction between the 
interviewer and interviewee.  
 Interviews are by themselves social situations in which the interviewer asks 
questions and the interviewee responds, and, as in any conversation, there is an element 
of negotiation through which knowledge is co-constructed by the interviewer and 
interviewee. Hence, the process of interviewing is the means by which interviewee’s 
feelings and/or experiences are socially rationalized, negotiated, and represented 
(Holstein & Gubrium, 2003, 2004). For this reason, Talmy (2010) argued that the 
interview as social practice perspective is important in situated qualitative inquiries 
because this perspective prompts researchers to present interview data in a contextually 
situated manner. 
 The present research applied the interview as social practice perspective as the basic 
theoretical foundation in using interviews as a data collection method, which in effect 
extended to how interview data were analyzed and presented. At this point, it is sufficient 
to say that the present research attempted to present interview data as situated in the 
specific context of interview to avoid presenting interview data as if they were “discrete 
speech events isolated from the stream of social interaction in which-and for which-they 
were produced” (Wooffitt & Widdicombe, 2006, p. 39).  
38 
 
 Hence, interview data were presented with a brief situational description and as 
conversation excerpts rather than picking out a single statement or utterance of the 
participants. 
Recruitment of Participants 
At the initial recruitment stage, all potential participants were given an information 
sheet describing the purpose of the research (Appendix AI) and then the tasks involved 
upon participation such as submitting course materials or written drafts. In addition, a 
survey was given to all potential participants. The researcher requested potential 
participants to read the information sheet, answer, and submit the survey if they wished to 
formally participate in the research. Before their formal participation in this study, all 
potential participants were reminded that their participation would be strictly voluntary 
and that they could opt out at any time of the research, should they wish to do so.  
 
Participants  
 After the recruitment period was over, one instructor and one student each from two 
ESL freshman composition classes consented to participate in the current research by 
submitting their surveys. Hence, a total of four participants were recruited into the 
research. The participant descriptions provided below are based on the survey results.   
 Instructor participant: Allison. Allison is a 34 year-old female. English is her 
second language. She is a Ph.D student at the university majoring in Second Language 
Studies. She has been teaching 106i for three years. Also, she has experience in teaching 
regular mainstream freshman composition classes. As for her educational background 
relevant to teaching composition, Allison did not have much training as she stated, “I do 
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not have an educational background in teaching composition. I received two semesters of 
mentoring for ENGL 106 and one semester for ENGL 106I. So I only have in-service 
training.” 
 Student participant: Jiang. Jiang, a native of China, is one of Allison’s students. 
He is a male student in his second year majoring in Economics. He has never studied 
abroad before coming to the US. His English language skills are most likely at the 
intermediate to high-intermediate level—he received approximately 90 on the TOEFL 
iBT, but he remembers neither his exact overall score nor section scores. As for English 
writing experience, his teachers in China never gave feedback on his written products for 
revising. Thus, it is safe to assume that he has never studied in the process-oriented 
classroom before 106i. 
 Instructor participant: Aaron. Aaron is a 33 year-old male. English is his second 
language. He is a Ph.D student in the Second Language Studies program at the university. 
He was sent from a university in Asia where he holds a position as professor. He has been 
an instructor of 106i for three years, and prior to teaching 106i, he taught mainstream 
freshman composition for a year. His educational background related to teaching writing 
was extensive as Aaron stated: 
I took four English writing courses in my undergraduate study–the first two on 
writing in general and the last 2 on literary criticism. I also used to take a summer 
course called “Grammar for Writers” in California State University. In my master’s 
program, I was enrolled in three English syntax classes. So I’m quite confident in 
giving feedback regarding grammar, explaining grammatical errors, and parsing 
sentences. I was also enrolled in English as a Foreign Language course, which 
provided foundational backgrounds on how to teach EFL students. That course also 
included instruction on teaching writing, too. In my Ph.D study, I took “Theoretical 
Foundations of ESL” and “Second Language writing” courses.    
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 Student participant: Shu. Shu is one of Aaron’s students. She is a female student in 
her first year at the university. She is from China and currently majors in Computer 
Information Technology, but she is considering changing her major to accounting. She 
has never studied abroad before coming to the U.S. As for her English language 
proficiency, she received an overall score of 84 on the TOEFL iBT, and her writing skill 
was the strongest of the four major skill areas—she received 24 on the writing section, 
and 20 on average on the other three sections: speaking, listening, and reading. She also 
has never studied in the process-oriented classroom before 106i.
 
Data Collection Procedures 
Instrument 1: Survey 
 The student survey (see Appendix AII) was administered to student participants. 
The survey intended to ask for basic demographic information about the students. The 
survey was designed to collect student participants' basic demographic information such 
as age, gender, major, English proficiency as measured by TOEFL, length of stay in the 
U.S., and first language.  
 A separate survey (see Appendix AIII) was given to instructor participants. This 
survey was also designed to collect data on basic demographic information about the 
instructors.  
 
Instrument 2: Documentary evidence  
 There were two primary forms of observation notes: fieldnotes and memos.  
Fieldnotes were generated from lecture and conference observations. Detailed notes were 
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kept on interaction among the participants during lectures as well as conference sessions. 
Lectures were also recorded by voice recorder. These recordings were used to evaluate 
the validity and accuracy of the observation notes.  
 Due to the nature of the research, there was ongoing data analysis throughout the 
process of my interaction with participants and the social scene. In other words, data 
collection and analyses were performed simultaneously as an integral part of the ongoing 
research. This ongoing analysis led to the production of memos based on collected data at
any given point of data collection (see Erickson, 1986). Memoing is a quintessential part 
of situated qualitative studies and it is meant to keep records of “continual internal 
dialogue” in which the researcher engages, while he or she analyzes incoming data and 
reflects upon it (Strauss, 1987, p. 110).  
 In order to maintain the integrity and the accuracy of the collected information, the 
memos detailed the researcher’s on-going analysis and interpretation of data from 
observations, interviews, and email communications.  
 Any additional questions emerging from data were also noted and directed at the 
participants during subsequent interview sessions or via email for clarification and 
elaboration to ensure the integrity and appropriate interpretation of data.  
 
Instrument 3: Interview  
 Individual interviews were conducted with the instructor participants on a weekly 
basis in a semi-structured manner. Interview questions were formed based on field 
observations, and additional questions were formed in the course of interaction with the 
participants (see Appendix F for pre-structured interview questions). In addition, for both 
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instructors, a stimulated recall task was conducted using their students’ drafts with their 
written feedback. The length of each interview session was approximately 30 to 60 
minutes and all conversations were recorded by voice recorder. For Allison, one of the 
instructor participants, however, the stimulated recall task was conducted electronically 
due to schedule conflict. In this task, Allison reviewed her written feedback on the 
student’s draft and described her feedback practice. Then, the description of her feedback 
practice was sent to the researcher by email.
 
Instrument 4: Cultural artifacts  
 Cultural artifacts refer to all relevant materials used or produced by participants in 
the research field, including instructional materials and student written samples. Upon 
participation in the present research, all participants were requested to submit any 
materials pertaining to the course (e.g., course syllabus, writing samples, and assignment 
sheets). Materials were obtained in a form of hard and/or digital copy.  
 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
General approach 
 As previously mentioned, analysis in this research is an integrative part of data 
collection, which is commonly known as analytic induction (Zaniecki, 1934).  
Specifically, the researcher who employs analytic induction attempts to analyze data as 
they are being collected. In this process, the researcher continually engages in analysis of 
incoming data, while forming general hypotheses which may explain what is happening 
in the specific social situation. The hypotheses may be rejected or redefined due to new 
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discoveries in the field, and research questions and themes may be revised to reflect what 
the researcher is finding (see Goldenberg, 1993; Hammersley, 1992; Robinson, 1951; 
Zaniecki, 1934, for more detailed discussion of analytic induction). In the present 
research, analytic induction is most notably represented in the production of fieldnotes—
the data were produced concurrently as I observed and analyzed the social situation. In 
addition, some basic interview questions were formed based on my observation and field 
notes to subsequently direct at the participants.  
 After data collection was completed, a comprehensive data analysis was conducted 
using all available data. For instance, information obtained from course materials, 
including but not limited to syllabus, work sheets, assignment sheets, students’ writing 
samples, and/or any other relevant materials was all examined in terms of the relationship 
of these data sources to instructor feedback.  
 On a final note, research findings (see Chapter 7) are presented from both etic (see 
Chapter 5) and emic (see Chapter 6) perspectives (Lett, 1990). Therefore, findings are 
supported by both researcher-driven interpretation of data and participant-driven 
interpretation of data to ensure the validity of findings.    
 
Written instructor feedback analysis  
 The two commented-on first drafts of the two student-participants' essays (see 
Appendix C for the writing assignment sheet) were selected for textual analysis under the 
assumption that these drafts should contain a range of writing issues since they were 
written products at an early stage of writing. As such, written feedback should be 
correspondingly more extensive.  
44 
 
 The purpose of textual analysis of instructor feedback on the students’ drafts was to 
gain a comprehensive understanding of both Allison and Aaron’s feedback practices. In 
order to analyze their feedback from the bottom up, use of predetermined categories was 
intentionally avoided. Hence, the written feedback was open-coded following 
recommendations of Yin (2003).  
 The initial stage of the textual analysis aimed to identify all feedback instances in the 
students’ drafts. In this analysis, an attempt was made to locate instructor written 
feedback by reviewing the students’ drafts. As a result, it was found that both instructors 
used various forms of feedback. Furthermore, the feedback appeared to have been 
provided on specific issues of writing present in the drafts with specific intentions. These 
initial observations led to the development of three feedback categories:  form, purpose, 
and target area. That is, these analytical categories were developed as the result of my 
initial observations and interpretations. Hence, these categories were a product of the 
bottom-up process of analysis.  
 The rest of the procedures aimed to analyze the written feedback given on these 
drafts, using the analytical framework described above in an attempt to systematically 
summarize and present instructor written feedback. Specifically, written feedback was 
analyzed in terms of how (form), why (purpose), and to what issues of writing (target 
area) they were responses to. During the process, an Excel spreadsheet was created to 
record all feedback locations and then to count the number of identified feedback 
according to each category to facilitate my analysis. In addition, my interpretation of 
feedback was supported by contextual information pertaining to the nature of writing task 
and classroom instruction presented in Chapter 4.  
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 Before presenting the definitions of the three categories, it is important to note that 
L2 writing feedback researchers have recurrently used a similar conceptual framework to 
examine written feedback as reviewed in Chapter 1—how, why, and where instructors 
provide written feedback, which may appear identical to the categories devised in this 
study. However, these categories were qualitatively different from the comparable 
categories in the previous research. This is certainly not a rare sight as researchers have 
used a variety of classification system to examine written feedback. For instance, form in 
the previous studies were often operationalized as either direct or indirect feedback 
(Ferris, et al, 1997). However, Goldstein and Conrad (1999) classified feedback form in 
terms of pragmatic and semantic features such as “declaratives,” “questions,” and 
“imperatives” (p. 156).  At this point, suffice it to say that the categories developed for 
this study were unique and specific to the cases of written feedback examined. In the 
following subsections, the descriptions of each of the three feedback categories are 
presented. 
 Form. Form refers to a classification of instructor feedback in terms of how, 
formally, instructors marked the drafts in providing feedback. In the written feedback 
analysis (see Chapter 5), form was thus used as a unit of analysis (hereafter, feedback 
instance) due to the fact that form was the most basic element of written feedback 
identified in the initial analysis. A feedback instance is any independent marking on the 
text through a specific form of feedback. All feedback instances and their locations in the 





 Purpose. Purpose represents intended meanings or objectives of a specific 
feedback instance. In general, the most general purpose of instructor feedback is 
presumably to help students revise and improve their writing skills. Purpose here, 
however, does not refer to this overall objective of instructor feedback. Rather, it 
indicates an intermediary purpose of each feedback instance which should eventually 
lead students to a specific revision activity and overall improvement of the textual quality 
in their writing. For example, an underline may be used to direct students’ attention to a 
specific part of the text. This is an intermediary purpose, as it is primarily intended to 
direct students to pay attention to the underlined part of the text with the anticipation that 
they may notice an issue and revise the text.  
 In order to maintain the bottom-up process of analysis, purposes of all feedback 
instances were examined and descriptors were developed to account for every feedback 
instance in terms of its intended purpose. Then, based on the descriptors developed, a 
further analysis was conducted to determine underlying themes of all feedback purposes. 
As a result, the following five thematic categories emerged:  
1. to encourage student to revise a specific issue of his writing on his own 
2. to directly correct a language error by providing a correct word/form. 
3. to indicate that a specific part of the text meets the assignment requirements 
4. to indicate where in the text instructor feedback was targeted 
5. to correct the instructor’s own error 
 
 Finally, the aforementioned thematic categories were used to develop a 
corresponding set of codes to summarize the instructors' feedback purposes. These five 
codes were as follows:    
1. Direct feedback: The code indicates that the purpose of instructor feedback is to 
directly provide a correction to an issue of writing present in the student’s draft.  
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2. Indirect feedback: The code indicates that the purpose of instructor feedback is to 
show that there is an issue with a specific part of the text and to encourage the 
student to resolve the issue on his/her own.  
3. Positive feedback: The code indicates that the purpose of instructor feedback is to 
show that specific part of the text meets a project requirement or to otherwise 
give praise to the student. 
4. Location marker: The code indicates that the purpose of instructor feedback is to 
show the location of a specific issue present in the student’s writing or to present 
which part of the text instructor feedback is targeted at. 
5. Retraction: The code indicates that the purpose of instructor feedback is to retract 
an instance of initially provided feedback. 
 
 In assigning the codes, the relevant L2 writing literature was consulted to find 
compatible terms with the descriptors above. To be specific, “direct feedback” and 
“indirect feedback” codes were assigned by referring to Bitchener (2008), while the 
“positive feedback” code was assigned based on Hyland and Hyland (2001). The 
definitions of the thematic categories however were specific to the cases examined in this 
research since the categories derived bottom-up from the two instructors’ feedback. 
Finally, the researcher devised “Location Marker” and “Retraction” codes since no 
compatible terms were found in the literature. 
 Target area. Target area represents specific issues of writing to which the 
instructor provided written feedback. For example, writing instructors may directly 
correct a subject-verb agreement error in students’ drafts. For the same issue, instructors 
may choose to simply underline the part of the text to indicate that the grammatical error 
is present. In either case, the target area of the feedback is grammar. Target area, hence, 
indicates the type of issue which a particular instance of instructor feedback is aimed at 
regardless of how that feedback is provided.  
 Target areas of feedback were examined through reading the entire drafts to 
understand the nature of the writing task and to determine the specific issues of student 
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writing for which written feedback was provided. More specifically, an initial screening 
was first conducted on Jiang’s draft to identify issues of writing on which his instructor, 
Allison, provided feedback. As a result of this initial screening process, nine different 
categories of writing issues/target areas were identified and a descriptor for each category 
was developed.  
 The same screening procedure was applied to Shu’s draft to analyze target areas of 
Aaron’s feedback. It was found that eight of the nine categories developed in the initial 
screening could also be used to account for Aaron’s feedback target areas. However, 
since Aaron’s feedback instances were specific to his instructional context, the original 
descriptors from the first case study were slightly modified to explain feedback instances 
specific to Aaron’s feedback. In this process, one additional category and its associated 
descriptor were also developed to fully account for Aaron’s feedback. Hence, for Aaron’s 
feedback target areas, a total of nine categories are used to present results; the same goes 
for Allison's feedback, although the actual categories are slightly different. 
 Analysis based on written feedback categories. Following the intra-category 
analysis presented above, an additional, cross-category analysis was conducted to 
examine interrelationships between feedback form and the other two categories of 
feedback. The purpose of this analysis was to determine if instructors’ use of different 
feedback forms were influenced by feedback purpose and target area. More specifically, 
two pairwise comparisons of feedback categories were made/examined in terms of their 
interrelationships. These were: 1) form and purpose, and 2) form and target area.  
 In order to identify the potential sources of the relationships, a qualitative analysis 
was conducted. This analysis involved careful reviewing of field notes and cultural 
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artifacts such as course materials and students’ drafts for more nuanced and 
contextualized interpretation. 
 In summary, the entire textual analysis involved the following major steps:  
1. All identified feedback instances were classified according to the forms that the  
instructors used to provide feedback. 
2. Each feedback instance was further analyzed by examining its purpose and  
subsequently categorized based upon descriptors of identified purposes.  
3. The descriptors of the identified feedback purposes were coded for summative  
representation
4. Target areas of written feedback were examined and open-coded based on the  
nature of student writing issues.  




Analysis of interview data 
 All interview data were transcribed for analysis. Then, transcribed interview data 
were reviewed and all information relevant to instructor feedback practice processes was 
annotated to for record-keeping purposes. These annotations were then entered into 
research logs for reference for my analysis and interpretations of instructor feedback. 
After the textual analysis of written feedback was completed, based on the annotations 
and research logs, transcribed interview data were examined in order to identify potential 
contextual factors which affected instructor written feedback practice. This analysis led to 
the identification of five potential factors related to written feedback practice. Finally, 
these factors were thematically labeled as follows:  
 1. Instructional Context  
 2. Writing Task 
 3. Feedback Strategies  
 4. Student Writing Performance  





 In undertaking any research study, the influence of the researcher and their biases—
and even more broadly of their individual life experience—cannot be separated from the 
entire research activity (Foote & Bartell, 2011). Admitting that subjectivity is inherent in 
research activity is often considered norm-breaking for scholars with a positivistic 
orientation to research, whose purpose is to construct objective knowledge. However, 
qualitative researchers—most specifically, those who are engaged in situated qualitative 
studies—hold that the researcher’s specific worldview will naturally influence all aspects 
of their research activity, or, as Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) stated, “there is no way 
to escape the social world [in order] to study it” (p. 17). Hence, the life of the researcher 
either consciously or unconsciously becomes an inseparable part of the research activity. 
In this section, I describe my positionality as a researcher by presenting my professional 
teaching experience, which I consider to hold potential relevance to the present research 
in its entirety, from its inception to completion.  
 The single most significant element that defines who I am as a researcher is my 
professional experience as an ESL/EFL instructor. Since 2004, I have taught ESL/EFL at 
various institutions in Japan and the U.S, and I continue to teach at the university level in 
Japan. In the last 11 years of my professional career, I experienced teaching a variety of 
courses of different kinds at different institutions. However, one thing that is common to 
my experience is the recurrent question that I would always ask myself, “Am I really 
helping my students?”  
 From the initial training that I received as an ESL instructor, I have been exercising 
reflective teaching as my core instructional approach, including self-evaluation of my 
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own teaching, because I simply wish to know whether what I do to help students indeed 
helps to improve their English language skills. The present research is correspondingly 
related to this same question, but this time with the attention focused on L2 writing 
instructor written feedback.  
 The choice of this specific area of research was also influenced by my professional 
life as an L2 writing instructor. My professional experience teaching academic writing in 
the process-oriented classroom naturally led to a question about the effectiveness of my 
instruction, and most specifically, of the feedback that I provide to my students. As a 
graduate student, apprentice researcher, and professional instructor, this personal interest 
drove me to read many relevant research articles on instructor feedback and its impact on 
student writing in my search for the best possible feedback approach. My naivety was 
exemplified by my initial belief that finding answers to my question would soon turn into 
a realization, as I found that none of the findings which remotely suggest a so-called 
effective approach to instructor feedback was not applicable to my instructional context. 
This was because there were many constraints placed on me as an instructor by 
institutional demands and the context of teaching. Hence, directly applying the findings 
from research was nearly impossible.  
 Statistically significant findings and various suggested approaches to feedback were 
like stories from a faraway land to me. They at times appeared to be relevant, but never 
truly applicable. While the simplicity of an idea of universally effective feedback has a 
kind of beauty to it, it does not do justice to the often complex and never-clear-cut 
situations that appear in our line of work. In essence, this realization was what fueled me 
to conduct the present research in an attempt to find a solution to this personal skepticism 
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of findings from a typical positivistic approach—research which effectively ignores the 
complexity of educational endeavors.
 Thus, my professional experience undoubtedly served as an antecedent to my 
affiliation and fascination with the conceptual tools presented in the previous chapter as 
ways of bringing complexity into the present research.  
 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter has presented the research design employed in the present research. 
Specifically, the chapter overviewed the theoretical rationale of sociohistoric approach to 
justify its compatibility with complexity theory. It also presented data collection and 
analysis procedures used. Finally, the chapter has presented the researcher’s positionality 













CHAPTER 4: INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXT 
 
Introduction 
This chapter presents the basic context for the two case studies conducted in this 
dissertation, focusing specifically on the major events of lectures and other classroom 
activities. This focus was led by the assumption that instructor feedback practice should 
be inseparably connected to the instructional context, including lecture contents and 
classroom activities, and more specifically, the instructor’s understanding of a specific 
writing assignment—the argumentative essay writing assignment. The contextual 
information presented in this chapter is used as an anchoring point in Chapter 5 and 6 in 
order to conduct a contextually situated analysis of instructor feedback in accord with the 
basic premise of complexity theory—context is considered as a central part of the object 
of study.  
The chapter addresses the following topics which have potential relevance to 
instructor feedback practices:  
a. Course structure 
b. Student population 
c. The writing assignment requirements 
d. Use of supporting evidence 
e. Logical fallacies  




All accounts and results of analysis in this chapter were based on my fieldnotes, 
interview transcripts, email communications, and course materials. Other relevant data 
are presented where necessary, in order to enrich the description. 
In addition, in order to minimize the risk of misrepresentation, I attempted to keep 
my interpretations low-inference (Wolcott, 1994), while ensuring my claims were 
supported by the evidence provided by the participants and the instructional contexts.  
Throughout the present research, the following acronyms are used to refer to specific 
types of data, when such data is cited or excerpted: 
1. Fieldnote (FN) 
2. Course Material (CM) 
3. Instructor Interview Transcript (IIT)  
4. Instructor E-mail (IE) 
 
Furthermore, I add either Case Study I (CSI), or Case Study II (CSII) to each of the 
data type acronyms, in order to indicate from which of the two case studies specific data 
were derived. For instance, if the data presented is from my lecture observation fieldnotes 
of case study I, the data source is indicated as follows: FN:CSI.  
 
Case Study I: Instructional Context 
 This section presents information about course structure, student population, and 
Allison’s perspective on argumentative essay writing, to deliver a general sense of the 




Course structure: Allison’s case 
 The writing assignment which I observed was the “argumentative essay writing 
assignment,” the last of the four writing assignments on which students worked in this 
course. According to the course schedule (Appendix B1), the assignment began on April 
2, 2014, the day the previous writing assignment was due, and ended on April, 30th, 
2014.2 The first week of Allison’s lectures was primarily dedicated to presenting the 
essential requirements of argumentative essay writing for her class. All her lectures were 
held in a PC lab. 
 Allison’s lectures continued from Monday to Thursday during the first week. On 
Friday, however, the class time was used for a debate activity. From the second week to 
the end of the third week, all Mondays were reserved for a lecturer session, and the other 
week days were used for instructor-student conferences, at which the instructor met her 
students individually to discuss their writing and give oral comments on their first drafts.  
 The fourth week of the assignment/the final week of the semester was used for 
student presentations except for Monday and Friday. On Monday of the final week, the 
instructor conducted a review session of the argumentative essay writing assignment in 
order for students to prepare the final drafts of their argumentative essays. The last day of 




                                                     
2 Formal class sessions ended on April, 27th, therefore, data collection ended on this day. 
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Student population: Allison’s case 
 The demographic make-up of the student population in a classroom often creates a 
unique and dynamic interaction between teachers and students, and between students 
themselves. A major demographic characteristic of Allison’s students was the nationality 
that all her students represented, which was Chinese. My realization of this emerged 
slowly. During my observation of her first lecture, I noticed that many of her students 
were speaking with each other in a language other than English. A few days later at my 
first interview session with Allison, I asked her about her students and the mysterious 
language that they were speaking in class. Allison answered, “All my students are 
Chinese” (IIT:CSI). In 106i course, the number of students is principally limited to 15 per 
class. Allison’s class also had precisely 15 students and they were all Chinese from the 
mainland China.  
 
What matters in argumentative essay writing: Allison’s perspective 
 Understanding Allison’s perspective on what constituted an effective argumentative 
essay is imperative to understanding the nature of her feedback practice. Therefore, in 
this section, Allison’s specific understanding of an argumentative essay in this particular 
instructional context is presented. To delve into her perception about argumentative essay 
writing, I reviewed the contents of her lectures and the assignment sheet (Appendix C), as 
it was logical to assume that the contents of her lectures should have been connected to 
the important elements of argumentative essay writing as perceived by the instructor. 
Hence, her lecture contents should present, at least partially if not all, her mental 
representations of the type of essay that she expected her students to compose.  
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In addition, during interview sessions with Allison, I asked various questions to elicit her 
own views on the argumentative essay assignment. 
 The writing assignment requirements: Allison’s case. In her lectures, Allison 
continually presented the specific requirements of the argumentative essay writing 
assignment, highlighting what she would expect to see in her students’ writing. From my 
fieldnotes of Allison’s lectures, I briefly summarize below what she emphasized as the 
important aspects of the argumentative essay. 
1. The essay topic has to be controversial: 
 
Allison asked her students, “Do you remember what controversial means?” to 
confirm that her students understood what kind of writing argumentative essay 
was. Her students were required to choose a controversial issue as their essay 
topic. Also, for the class debate activity, Allison encouraged her students to 
nominate as many topics as they wanted, as long as the topics were 
controversial. The topics she introduced as examples were controversial social 
issues such as “abortion,” and “capital punishment.” (CSI:FN) 
 
2. Argument: 
a. Not everything is arguable: 
 
Allison presented a PowerPoint slide entitled, “Making arguments.”  She talked 
about what arguable positions were—“facts are not and preferences are not 
[arguments].” For the class debate activity, Allison asked students to nominate 
topics for a debate to an online discussion board. Here, once again, her focus 
was on argument and debatable topic. While explaining further the details of the 
debate activity, she maintained, “I want your topic to be debatable.” (CSI:FN) 
  
b. Effective argument: use logos as supporting evidence, and avoid logical 
fallacies: 
 
Allison talked about what an effective argument was, strongly emphasizing 
inclusion of quality argument was essential to receive a higher grade in this 
assignment. She also emphasized the importance of evidence when she 
explained the debate activity which would use an entire class time. Allison 
explained to her students [that], in order to have a good debate, they need to 
ready good evidence. She also asked how many pieces of evidence they had at 
this point, implying [that] the amount of evidence was also important. Finally, 




3. Longer in essay length compared to the previous writing assignments: 
 
Allison presented the assignment sheet (Appendix C), while emphasizing essay 
length as a requirement of the assignment. The requirement of essay length for 
the argumentative essay assignment was longer in comparison to the previous 




Allison told her students to organize their papers in form of three-part essay 
(but not three paragraph essay) – introduction, body, and conclusion. (CSI: 
FN)   
 
5. Proper citation and format following APA: 
 
Two of her lectures were dedicated to teaching APA style using two worksheets 
(CSI:CM). 
        
6. Rhetorical Situations – Purpose and Audience: 
 
Allison asked, “How many of you have ever written an argumentative 
research?” Only two students raised their hands. Allison looked somewhat 
perplexed, as she supposed that her students must have had experience with 
writing an argumentative research. In a moment, Allison assured her students 
that they already had experienced writing an argumentative essay on the 
TOEFL, since all nonnative English speaking international students were 
required to submit a TOEFL score when applying to the university. Her lecture 
continued onto the purpose of the assignment, which she stated [as] “to 
convince.” Since her students were all Chinese, she also noted, “Do not expect 
your audience to be Chinese,” to raise their awareness to their assumed 
audience was not only Chinese. (FN:CSI) 
 
From my observation of Allison’s lectures, it was apparent that there was a strong 
focus on teaching the art of argumentation. My field notes of Allison’s lectures provide 
strong evidence for her focus on argumentation, and her mental representation of an 
effective argument which was to be presented in her students’ papers. 
Additional lecture topics: Allison’s case. In addition to the essential requirements 
of the argumentative essay writing assignment presented above, Allison’s lectures 
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covered three major topics: 1) supporting evidence, 2) logical fallacies, and 3) citation 
and format.  
Use of Supporting evidence: Allison’s case. Allison repeatedly mentioned that an 
effective argument was constructed with good evidence. She compared three different 
types of evidence—ethos, pathos, and logos, to present the type of evidence which was 
required for effective argumentation:  
Excerpt 1 
Allison presented a concept of ethos as an example of bad evidence by showing a 
video clip from the internet—a public announcement, whose purpose was to raise 
public awareness to global warming. In this video, a Hollywood actor, Morgan 
Freeman was casted as the presenter. Allison explained, [that] the argument 
presented in the video was supported by the doubtful credibility of the narrator, in 
this case, a famous actor who was not an expert on the issue. Following this talk, 
Allison moved on to discuss pathos, which she presented as “emotional appeal.” This 
was also presented as an example of bad evidence. Then, Allison showed a different 
video clip on the same theme, global warming. This time, a girl [who] appeared on 
the screen was hit by a train, which metaphorically represented the fast approaching 
danger of global warming. Then, Allison showed one last clip in which a professor 
talked about global warming. After the last clip was over, Allison asked students to 
compare the first two video clips to the last one.  To Allison’s request, one student 
responded, “He (professor) is an expert.” After listening to the student, Allison 
concluded that the final type of evidence, as she called “logos,” was what her 
students needed to use in their papers. She summarized that logos included “reason, 
structure, definitions, factual data, statistics, and quotations,” while emphasizing 
again [that] these were the kinds of evidence which they needed to use in their 
papers. (FN:CSI) 
 
In her lectures, Allison continually stated that the quality of evidence was a 
determining factor for an effective argument. Her classroom activities were designed to 
teach the three types of evidence and to encourage her students to use “logos” as their 
supporting evidence. The excerpts below present two of her classroom activities 





Allison gave a brief writing task to her students to help them practice writing their 
arguments using a template, “A is B because….” . Her students needed to fill in the 
blank to make an effective argumentative statement with “good” evidence. Her 
students were struggling to complete this task, and Allison was constantly 
monitoring their progress, while occasionally reaching out to some of her students to 
offer some advice. The task went on for about 5 to 10 minutes until the class time 
was over. (FN:CSI) 
 
Example 2 
Allison directed her students to write three arguments for their research, using a 
different type of evidence for each argument; one ethos, one pathos, and one logos. 
While her students were working, she moved around in the classroom to monitor 
their progress. I was constantly hearing clicking sounds, as students were busily 
typing on their computers. After a few minutes, she mentioned to the class, “I 
basically want you to organize arguments for your argumentative research. If you 
feel stuck, please raise your hand. We can work on it together.” There was no 
response from any of her students, but she approached the students who seemed to 
have been stuck and not punching keys on their computers and offered some advice. 
To one student, Allison explained the importance of thesis statement to clearly 
indicate their position. Her advice was also targeted at helping students to understand 
three types of evidence: ethos, pathos, and logos. She mentioned that the best kind of 
argument used logos. (FN:CSI) 
 
From Allison’s task directions and interaction with her students, it was clear to me 
that the major objective of the classroom activities was to help students become more 
familiar with the art of logos in developing their arguments, and the use of ethos and 
pathos were intentionally discouraged. 
Logical fallacies: Allison’s case. The other major topic of Allison’s lectures was 
centered on the issue of logical fallacies. In her second lecture, she presented that an 
effective argument should be free from any logical fallacy—errors in logic—and showed 
examples of argumentative statements which contained logical fallacies: 
Excerpt 2 
Allison projected a Word document onto the screen. The document stated 
“generalization, claim and evidence” (CSI:CM). One statement of the document 
read, “Some women are control freaks,” followed by the evidence: “My brother’s ex-
girl friend used to make him do the dishes every morning at 8am, even if he went to 
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sleep late the night before.” Allison asked, “What do you think about the statement 
with the evidence?” None of her students responded, but Allison seemed to have 
interpreted it as a sign of approval that the argument was not a “good” one. Then, she 
presented a term “logical fallacy” to explain the problem of the statement. Following 
this example, she presented another statement, “Jonny Depp is the sexist man in the 
world.” The evidence for this claim read, “According to People Magazine, he is the 
sexiest man alive in 2009.” One female student attempted to explain why the 
argument was flawed but she was rather unsuccessful. (FN:CSI) 
 
Allison’s third lecture also focused on the presentation of logical fallacies, 
continuing from her previous lecture: 
Excerpt 3 
Allison opened up her PowerPoint slide entitled, “Logical Fallacies” (CSI:CM). 
All her slides were in different colors: red, green, and light blue to highlight 
important points. She talked about logical fallacies in order to help students to 
strengthen their arguments. She showed a list of logical fallacies with examples and 
definitions. As she presented each type of fallacy, she asked her students to read the 
names of the logical fallacies out loud—the students struggled to read the names 
since most of them were written in Latin. Due to the limited class time, a total of 
nine logical fallacies were covered in this lecture: 
1. Arugumentum ad hominem 
2. Argumentum ad logicam 
3. Argumentum ad misericordian 
4. Argumentum ad nauseam 
5. Argumentum ad numerum 
6. Argumentum ad populum 
7. Argumentum ad verecundiam 
8. Circulus Demonstrado 
9. Complex Question 
Allison explained the logical fallacies listed above one by one and directed students 
to review their own arguments to identify if there was any logical fallacy. (FN:CSI) 
 
         As can be inferred from the excerpts above, the purpose of Allison’s lectures and 
classroom activities was to improve the quality of her students’ arguments by directing 
the students to use strong forms of evidence. In other words, Allison encouraged her 
students to use logos to provide support for their arguments. In addition, she encouraged 




Citation and format: Allison’s case. During her lectures, Allison addressed the 
quality of sources that students were required to use to support their arguments. For 
instance, in one of her lectures, she highlighted the importance of using “good” sources, 
stating that it would affect her evaluation of student essays—“If you use good sources, 
your grade will go up. If you use web sources too much, your grade will go down” 
(FN:CSI). Instead of using too many web sources, she encouraged her students to use 
printed academic sources.  
       As a related issue, Allison’s lectures were also aimed at teaching APA style 
including in-text citations and referencing (CSI:CM). She strongly emphasized that her 
students should attempt to avoid committing plagiarism at all costs. The excerpt below 
provides a description of one of Allison’s lectures on the APA format:      
Excerpt 4 
At the beginning of the lecture, Allison mentioned about the annotated bibliography 
writing assignment that her students had previously worked on to highlight the 
importance of proper text citations and referencing for the current assignment. Then 
she presented the APA style format to teach students to properly format their papers. 
As for in-text citations, she discouraged students to use many direct quotations, and 
instead, she encouraged them to use paraphrases. Her lecture also focused on 
presenting in-text citations and referencing format for various types of sources [e.g., 
single-authored books, edited books, journal articles]. She additionally mentioned 
that the title for their papers must be specific. Towards the end of this lecture, she 
also advised against plagiarism by using a PowerPoint slide, which stated, “DO NO 
PLAGIARIZE.” These were the only capitalized words in all her PowerPoint slides. 
(FN:CSI) 
 
 As presented above, Allison’s lectures were primarily PowerPoint-based and her 
students often engaged in in-class writing activities during and immediately following 
them. Her lectures aimed to deliver the major requirements of the argumentative essay 
writing assignment, while covering three major topics: 1. supporting evidence, 2. logical 
fallacy, and 3. citation and format. 
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Case Study II: Instructional Context 
This section presents the contextual information of the second case, in relation to 
course structure, student population, and Aaron’s perspective on argumentative essay 
writing. 
 
Course structure: Aaron’s case 
The course schedule (Appendix BII) states that the argumentative essay assignment 
began on November, 11th, 2014 and continued to the last day of the semester, December, 
6th, 2014. However, an introduction to the assignment was delivered during the lecture 
session on November, 4th, 2014.  
In addition to the regular course schedule presented above, Aaron also presented a 
schedule, specifically pertaining to the argumentative essay assignment: 
1. Outline is due on Wednesday (11/13/2013), three days from today (HARD  
COPY).   
2. Meet at PC lab tomorrow (11/11/2013) 
3. Second Draft Due on November, 24th by E-mail. 
4. Final Draft Due on December, 6th (HARD COPY). (FN:CSII) 
There was a total of seven lectures, 12 conferences, and two computer lab sessions 
during the course of the semester. 
The first three lectures presented the assignment requirements and important 
elements of argumentative essay writing. However, the fourth lecture was intended to 
help students prepare for their final presentations. 
 Therefore, during this lecture the instructor taught presentation skills. The last three 
lectures were reserved for student final presentations. As for conference sessions, the 
format was identical to the first case study—the instructor met his students individually 
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to discuss their writing. One notable difference from the classroom activities presented in 
the first case study was the presence of computer lab sessions. While the regular lecture 
sessions were delivered in a classroom, the three computer lab sessions were conducted 
in a computer lab, in which students primarily engaged in in-class writing activities. 
 
Student population: Aaron’s case 
 The student make-up of the class in the second case study was identical to that of the 
first case study in terms of the nationality that students represented all the students were 
from mainland China: 
Excerpt 5 
On November 4th, 2013, at 2:22pm, just eight minutes before the first lecture began, 
I arrived at the classroom and entered the room, while greeting the instructor.. At the 
start of the lecture, the instructor kindly asked me if I wanted to talk to his students. 
Since I had already introduced myself briefly in my research invitation, which had 
been emailed to all students prior to the first lecture, I respectfully declined the offer. 
When the class started, the classroom was filled with Asian students. After the 
lecture was over, I verified with the instructor that his class was entirely made up of 
Chinese students. (FN:CSII) 
 
 
What matters in argumentative essay writing: Aaron’s perspective 
In this section, I present Aaron’s perspective on the argumentative essay assignment 
based on two primary data sources from the second case study: 1) my observation notes, 
and 2) instructional materials provided by the instructor.   
The writing assignment requirements: Aaron’s case. Aaron’s lectures consisted 
predominantly of class discussion and text-analysis activities, while also using 
PowerPoint to present the major requirements of the argumentative essay assignment. 
The major requirements of the assignment were related to the overall structure of the 
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essay, and the specific elements required in each section of the essay. For example, in one 
of his lectures, Aaron introduced the argumentative essay assignment to his students, 
presenting a PowerPoint slide entitled, “Key Features of An Argumentative Essay” 
(CSII:CM). The slide presented the following six key points of an argumentative essay:  
1. A clear and arguable position 
2. Thesis 
3. Necessary background information 
4. Good reasons 
5. Trustworthy tone 
6. Careful consideration of other positions 
 
In addition, Aaron presented the argumentative essay writing assignment sheet. The 
assignment sheet was identical to the one used in Allison’s class. This was because the 
course was standardized to an extent since the instructors were expected to follow a pre-
structured syllabus with specific writing assignments. Also, course instructors were 
provided with common instructional materials, including assignment sheets. Thus, at the 
end of the first lecture, when there were 10 minutes left over, Aaron decided to review 
the assignment sheet and take any questions that his students might have about the 
assignment. At this time, Aaron mentioned the following points based on the assignment 
sheet: 
1. You need to take a position within your topic area. 
2. If you want to have a neutral position.  
It is okay if your position is unique then do it. 
3. Even if you take a neutral position you need to still take a position.  
4. Think about the audience - Provide enough background.  
5. At least, two pieces of evidence to support your claim.   
6. Refutation 
(FN:CSII)              
                                                                                                                                                                                                      
As a general summary, Aaron’s lectures and classroom activities were related to the 
following three major components: 1) Thesis, 2) Evidence, 3) Counter argument, and 4) 
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Refutation. For instance, the first key point of an argumentative essay that Aaron 
explained was related to “thesis statement” or a “clear arguable position.” The following 
except describes his lecture on the first day, when he introduced the argumentative essay 
assignment: 
Excerpt 6  
The lecture was designed to present the essential elements of an argumentative essay 
as a specific genre of writing. The first point that Aaron mentioned was that an 
argumentative essay must have contained a clear and arguable position. Aaron 
emphasized specifically that students needed to have a debatable position. (FN:CSII) 
 
Aaron’s presentation of a “clear and arguable position” was followed by a small 
classroom activity which was related to “thesis.” In this activity, students had to analyze 
“thesis statements” and determine whether or not the statements were arguable: 
 Example 3  
 Aaron presented two thesis statements on the screen: 
1. The first Star Wars movie came out in 1977. 
2. There is life after death. 
The instructor then referred to the first sentence, asking if this was arguable. One 
female student with native-like English pronunciation almost immediately 
responded. She said, “it’s a fact so it cannot be an argument.” Aaron confirmed that 
her answer was correct and stated that facts cannot be a debatable position. 
Therefore, it was not an argument. Then, he asked students what they thought about 
the second statement. Aaron told his students to think for a few minutes, but there 
was no response. Since no students responded, Aaron said, “This is an example of an 
argument.” He also added that an argument typically has two divided opinions. 
(FN:CSII) 
 
        The other two key points that Aaron focused on in his lectures were related to 
evidence and refutation, as he called, “good reasons” and “careful consideration of other 
positions.” He specifically told his students to write a three-part essay, containing 1. 
Introduction, 2. Body, and 3. Conclusion parts, while also stating that they essays should 
include: 1. Thesis, 2. Claim, 3. Evidence, and 4. Refutation. In other words, Aaron 
regarded the structure and the aforementioned contents of the essay as major 
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requirements for the argumentative essay assignment. The excerpt below describes the 
part of Aaron’s lecture which focused on presenting the required essay structure and 
contents: 
Excerpt 7 
He talked to students about the structure of the essay—it must contain three parts: 1. 
Introduction, 2. Body, and 3. Conclusion. After briefly touching upon the expected 
essay structure, he now shifted his focus to the specific characteristics of an 
argumentative essay. On the screen, He showed an example of a debatable 
argument. It was a piece of news about Sadam Husain, which he introduced as “old 
news.” It seemed that he took the example from a university writing center 
website—a website address was written on the slide. He again made a point, 
referring to the example, “the thesis is debatable.” In the same example, he directed 
students to take a look at the “Claims/Evidence” section, while noting the 
importance of counter-argument. “Opposing views,” as he called, needed to be 
included in their argumentative essays. He also called to students that they needed to 
“find strategies to attack (emphasis added) the counter argument or refute.” Finally, 
he presented the four contents of an argumentative essay: 1 Thesis, 2 claim, 3 
evidence and, 4 refutation. After this presentation, Aaron asked, “Any questions?” 
but none of his students asked questions. (FN:CSII) 
 
 Aaron’s lecture presented above further reveals his perspective on argumentative 
essay writing and the specific requirements for the assignment. Towards the end of the 
lecture, Aaron gave a text analysis assignment with one sample essay written by one of 
his former students and told his students to find “claims,” and “counter arguments” 
(FN:CSII). Also, one day before the second lecture, Aaron sent out an email to every 
student to remind his students of their assignment. The email content below presents 
evidence that he expected his students to understand the essential elements of an 
argumentative essay in terms of essay structure and contents, specifically related to 





 Excerpt 8 
Hi all, 
I just wanted to remind everyone that tomorrow we will cover the argumentative 
essay sample I gave out in class last time. Don't forget to read it before hand, and as I 
told in class, find the structure of the essay by underlining the thesis statement, 
claims, evidence that support each claim, counterarguments, and refutations. Also, 
think about your impression on the essay, too. 
I also posted the essay on our blackboard just in case you cannot find yours. 
Best, 
Aaron (IE:CSII) 
 During his lectures, Aaron used the text analysis assignment to hold a class 
discussion in order to further elucidate the required elements of an argumentative essay. 
He presented the important characteristics of argumentative essay writing for each of the 
three parts in the model essay: 1) Introduction, 2) Body, and 3) Conclusion. By following 
this order, Aaron effectively communicated what specific elements needed to be included 
in each of the three sections in his students’ essays. The major elements of each section 
of the essay as delivered by Aaron can be summarized as follows: 
1) Introduction 
a. Thesis statement 
b. Clear position statement 






a. Summary or reiteration of the essay content 
 
The following three excerpts provide the snapshots of the text analysis assignment 
and associated class discussion activity from my fieldnotes, from which the summary 
above were derived:  
Example 4 
Introduction of the essay: 
At the end of the previous lecture, Aaron gave a text analysis assignment to students 
to read a model essay to identify its thesis statement, claims, evidence, 
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counterarguments, and refutations. On the screen, he displayed the sample essay. 
Then he asked, “What is your general impression? Any ideas? I will give you a 
couple of minutes.” The students began discussing amongst themselves. Some late 
comers arrived at the scene and joined the discussion. I heard many of them were 
speaking in Chinese, and most notably, a particular phrase—“Bu Hao.” As I was 
wondering the meaning of the phrase, the instructor said, “I hear a lot of Bu Hao, Bu 
Hao. So you didn’t like the essay.” Perhaps, it meant something like — I don’t like 
it. Most of the students were very quiet. Observing the reticent students, Aaron asked 
a question to one student called Freedom—“Any general impression of this piece? 
Freedom?” Freedom replied, “It’s a good essay. He (the author of the model essay) 
has a good viewpoint and support it very well.” Then Aaron said, “That is what you 
are supposed to do.” Another student jumped in and said, “It’s persuasive.” After 
that, Aaron asked his students about the structure of the essay. A girl, sitting in one 
corner of the room, answered, “It’s very well structured.” Also, she mentioned that 
the first paragraph presented background information. Then, Aaron stated, “Here 
(introduction), you can see the thesis statement, and his position, but also you can see 
the direction of the essay.” (FN:CSII) 
 
Example 5  
 The body of the essay: 
Aaron asked “What about body paragraphs?” This time, no students responded. 
Then, he switched the question to “what is the first counter argument?” Then, one 
student read out a part of the essay out loud, where the counter argument was 
presented. Aaron further asked, “Can you find a refutation or counter argument to the 
counter argument?” After a few seconds, Aaron explained, “When you see the 
opposing view point, you need to attack.” Then, Aaron asked another question 
“Which point does he attack?” One student found the location in the text, and the 
student said, “illegal border crossing. “After this small task, Aaron explained the 
evidence presented in the refutation. At this point, he presented a list of counter 
arguments and refutations on the screen, asking “This is a logos right? This is 
support evidence, using facts or statistics.” Then, he pointed out that facts were there 
to support the refutations, while emphasizing that it was a logos, a type of evidence. 
Then, he moved to the blackboard and wrote two words: “opponents” and 
“proponents.” After he wrote the words on the blackboard, he asked, “How does he 
attack this point—Arizonian fear that with more immigrants coming..?” The 
refutation was supported by using an anecdotal piece of evidence, which Aaron 
called “ethos.” Aaron did not seem to discourage the use of ethos, but rather he 
seemed to approve of use of both logs and ethos as acceptable types of evidence for 




Aaron continued onto the conclusion of the essay, and asked students “what is the 
strategy that he uses for conclusion?” One student answered “it summarizes all the 
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points he has made.” Then, Aaron gave a word for learning “reiterate” as he 
confirmed that a conclusion needs a summary or reiteration of the content. (FN:CSII) 
 
Additional lecture topics: Aaron’s case. Aaron’s lectures covered the similar topics 
to those in the first case study. However, a close examination of his lectures revealed that 
there were notable differences in his presentation of evidence and logical fallacies from 
the first case study. In addition, Aaron did not spend much time on providing instructions 
on citation and format. 
Use of supporting evidence: Aaron’s case. Aaron’s lecture on the topic of evidence 
showed that he allowed the use of both logos and/or ethos in his students’ essays. In order 
to encourage his students to use ethos, he prompted his students to use data that his 
students had collected prior to the argumentative essay assignment. The following 
excerpt presents the part of his second lecture in which he encouraged his students to use 
their interview report papers which was the assignment directly preceding the 
argumentative essay assignment: 
Excerpt 9 
Toward the end of the second lecture, Aaron encouraged his students to review all 
the sources that his students had collected so far for the other assignments, and if 
necessary use them to write an argumentative essay. Also, he encouraged them to 
not to forget to use experts’ opinions cited in the interview reports that they had 
written earlier as supporting evidence—ethos. Therefore, the lecture indicated that 
use of ethos was encouraged. (FN:CSII) 
 
Logical fallacies: Aaron’s case. The topic of logical fallacies received significant 
attention in Aaron’s lecture. His lecture not only presented the definitions of several types 
of logical fallacies, but also provided a brief text analysis activity for his students to 
evaluate several arguments and identify problems with logic in order to encourage them 





The lecture topic today was logical fallacies. Aaron ran a PowerPoint slide which 
read “LOGICAL FALLACIES.” Then, he asked his students if they had ever heard 
about logical fallacies before, but none of his students responded. He explained 
logical fallacies as “an error in logic.” Shortly after this brief explanation, he showed 
several different statements as examples of logical fallacies. He gave a small task by 
prompting his students to answer a question, “What is wrong with these 
statements?” In this task, his students had to read the statements, and explain what 
was wrong with them in terms of logic. The first statement read: “Representative X 
can’t be guilty of accepting bribes because she is an honest person.” One student 
pointed out that she is not an honest person if she receives bribes, but the answer 
was not exactly what Aaron expected to hear, so he explained that the statement was 
logically fallacious because there is no support for the claim and the statement 
contained two different claims with no support. He referred to another example – 
“You can’t give me a C in this course because I’m an A student.” Again, with this 
example, he mentioned that there is no reason or support to back up the claim and he 
concluded that this type of logical fallacy is called “Circular Argument.”  
 The next example was much longer in length than the last two examples:  
 
Twenty randomly chosen residents of Brooklyn in New York were asked whether 
they found graffiti tags offensive: fourteen said yes, five said no and one had no 
opinion. Therefore, 70 percent of Brooklyn residents find tagging offensive.  
 
Aaron asked “What do you think?” Again, no response. He quickly explained, “you 
cannot make a generalization based on a small sample.” He also named this type of 
fallacy as “Hasty Generalization.” At this point, Aaron urged students to reflect on 
their own writing to see whether or not they have logical fallacies like the above. 
Then, he moved onto an example of “False Analogy”: 
 
Just like students are given a couple of weeks for preparation before taking 
examples, doctors should be given many days or few weeks to prepare themselves 
before an operation or surgery, after all surgery is not an easy task. 
 
No students were able to explain why the statement was problematic. Aaron pointed 
out that the statement did not make a good comparison and was therefore 
problematic. He continued to present several more statements to showcase different 
types of logical fallacy, including “Non-sequitur”, “Slippery Slope”, “Post Hoc 
Fallacy”, and “Bandwagon Appeals”. After his presentation of logical fallacies, he 
announced that he had a small exercise in which his students had to match five
different statements with correct types of logical fallacy. His students began working 
immediately, following the introduction to the task. (FN:CSII) 
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 As an overall summary, Aaron’s lectures involved formal lectures followed by 
individual and group activities. Specifically, Aaron typically presented important topics 
for the argumentative essay writing assignment and then provided classroom activities 
related to the topics to reinforce the ideas presented in the lectures. The classroom 
activities were mostly discussion-oriented, from text-analyses of sentence- to paragraph-
level writing samples to entire sample essays. 
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter has presented the instructional contexts of two case studies, specifically 
in relation to course structure, student population, and two instructors’ perspectives on 
the argumentative essay writing assignment.  
 As for course structure, there was overlap as well as distinctive differences between 
the two case studies. Allison’s class, the first case, was conducted in a computer lab while 
Aaron’s class, the second case, used both a regular classroom and computer lab. 
Although there was a difference in the physical aspect of the instructional context 
between the two case studies, a major similarity was observed in terms of class make-up. 
That is, both Allison and Aaron’s classes consisted of entirely Chinese students. 
 In terms of lecture contents, similar topics were covered by the instructors in their 
lectures. For instance, their instructional focus on argumentation was almost identical 
particularly in that they emphasized the importance of taking an arguable position. This is 
perhaps due to the fact that argumentative essay writing is a well-established genre of 
writing with a long history, and Allison and Aaron might therefore have shared a similar 
understanding of the topics to be covered in their lectures. However, despite the fact that 
they taught the same course—by institutional standards—and the same genre of writing, 
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a major difference was observed in their treatment of evidence for an argumentative 
essay. Allison, for instance, encouraged her students to use logos as the strongest and in 
fact preferred form of evidence. By contrast, Aaron did not privilege logos; rather, he 





















CHAPTER 5: INSTRUCTOR WRITTEN FEEDBACK 
 
Introduction 
This chapter presents the results of textual analysis of written instructor feedback on 
the first drafts that the two student participants, Jiang and Shu, composed for their 
respective argumentative essay assignments (see Appendix EI & EII for the summary 
lists of two instructors’ written feedback instances).  
In order to understand the nature of Allison’s and Aaron’s feedback practices, their 
written feedback on the student participants’ first drafts were examined. In this analysis, 
an attempt was made to examine this feedback in terms of three different categories: 1) 
form, 2) purpose, and 3) target area. Form refers to the forms of visual markings that the 
instructors used to give written feedback and each separate marking was considered an 
instance of feedback. Purpose refers to intended purposes of written feedback, and target 
area refers to student writing issues that written feedback aimed to treat.  
The methods by which the data that follow were collected and analyzed are detailed 
in Chapter 3. In general, the analysis conducted was primarily text-based, involving a 
careful screening of the entire content of students’ drafts and instructor written feedback. 
In order to facilitate analysis and interpretation, contextual information specifically 
relevant to the writing task (see Chapter 4) was also used. 
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Since the results of the textual analysis presented in this chapter were moderately 
interpretive and inferential due to the nature of the analytical method used, the results 
were later triangulated by using interview data obtained from the instructors as described 
in Chapter 6. 
Textual Analysis Results 
The form of written feedback 
 The following section presents the results of textual analysis of written feedback in 
relation to feedback form.  
 Feedback forms: Allison’s case. Jiang, the student participant, submitted his first 
draft to Allison on April, 9th, 2012. She read his draft and provided written feedback 
before their first conference, which was held on April, 10th, 2012. As a result of the 
textual analysis, eight different forms of written instructor feedback were identified in 
Jiang’s first draft. Figure 5.1 presents visual samples of the eight forms of Allison’s 
feedback. 
Figure 5. 1 
Feedback Form Visual Samples: Allison’s Case 
 
 Using the eight forms of feedback shown in Figure 5.1 above, Allison made a total of 
74 entries in the draft as presented in Table 5.1. 
 More specifically, Allison’s feedback instances comprised 34 examples of written 
comment followed by 20 examples of underline. The remaining six forms included eight 
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examples of checkmark, six examples of bar, two examples of direct correction, two 
examples of deletion, one example of arrow, and one example of circle. 
 As the number of feedback instances indicates, Allison provided comment-based 
feedback in 34 out of 74 instances, or 45.9% of her total instances of feedback. In 
addition, Allison used underline 20 times. Collectively, these two forms of feedback 
account for 72.8% of her feedback instances.  
 In most cases, the forms of feedback presented above appeared independently (e.g., 
checkmark). However, on some occasions, two different forms of feedback were used 
simultaneously. For instance, Allison used a combination of underline and written 
comment, or bar and written comment to provide feedback. In this analysis, these 
instances were separately counted as one independent instance, although they were part 
of the same overall comment directed at the same parts of the text. This was because 
counting two or more forms as one instance may prevent the researcher from examining 
the essential function of each form. Therefore, the frequencies presented in Table 5.1 










Table 5. 1 
Feedback Form Frequency: Allison’s Case 





Written Comment  34 45.9 45.9 
Underline  20 27.0 72.9 
Checkmark  8 10.8 83.7 
Bar  6 8.1 91.8 
Direct Correction  2 2.7 94.5 
Deletion  2 2.7 97.2 
Arrow  1 1.4 98.6 
Circle  1 1.4 100.0 
Total 74 100.0 
                                   
N/A 
 
 Feedback forms: Aaron’s case. Aaron read Shu’s first draft the day before their 
second conference, at which they discussed her first draft. Figure 5.2 shows visual 
samples of feedback forms used by Aaron. As the result of textual analysis on this draft, 
12 different forms of feedback were identified in Aaron’s written feedback.  
Figure 5. 2 




 Table 5.2 shows that Aaron made a total of 90 entries in Shu’s first draft by using the 
12 forms of feedback presented above.  The most frequently used feedback form was 
written comment (n = 22) followed by underline (n = 19). Instances of arrow (n = 11), 
circle (n = 10), and direct correction (n = 10) were almost evenly distributed. These first 
five forms of feedback account for slightly over 90% of Aaron’s feedback practice. In 
fact, the remaining seven forms of feedback were seldom used compared to the 
aforementioned five (see Table 5.2). 
Table 5. 2 
Feedback Form: Aaron’s case  





Written Comment  22 24.4 24.4 
Underline  19 21.1 45.5 
Arrow  11 12.2 57.7 
Direct Correction  10 11.1 68.8 
Circle  10 11.1 79.9 
Deletion  5 5.6 85.5 
Caret  3 3.3 88.8 
Bar  3 3.3 92.1 
Question Mark  3 3.3 95.4 
Checkmark  2 2.2 97.6 
Curly Brace  1 1.2 98.8 
X-mark  1 1.2 100.0 
Total 90 100.0 
                                     
N/A 
 
The purpose of written feedback 
 This section presents the purposes of Allison’s and Aaron’s written feedback. At the 
initial stage of analysis, descriptors were developed to account for potentially intended 
purposes of the instructors’ feedback instances. These descriptors were further 
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categorized by using an open-coding method in order to provide a summative overview 
of underlying purposes of their feedback practices. In this analysis, a moderate amount of 
interpretation was involved in assigning purposes for instances of feedback, since the 
analysis was essentially etic. This was one major reason interviews were also conducted 
(see Chapter 6) to validate my interpretations. In most cases, however, purposes could be 
assigned without much interpretation (e.g, direct feedback). 
 Feedback purpose: Allison’s case. In Allison’s feedback, 30 different feedback 
purposes were identified. Table 5.3 presents a summary of Allison’s written feedback 

















Table 5. 3 
Feedback Purpose: Allison’s Case 
No. Purpose 
1 To correct a grammatical error 
2 To direct the student's attention to the text for potential revision 
3 To encourage the student to search for better wording 
4 To encourage the student to write a better topic sentence 
5 To encourage the student to divide the paragraph1 
6 To indicate 3rd argumentative statement is present 
7 To indicate a concluding statement is present 
8 To indicate a counter argument is present 
9 To indicate first argument is present 
10 To indicate first evidence is present 
11 To indicate it meets a requirement 
12 To indicate paragraphing is not done correctly 
13 To indicate second argument is present 
14 To indicate second evidence is present 
15 To indicate the evidence presented is not good 
16 To indicate the given text is first argument 
17 To indicate the phrase used is not appropriate 
18 To indicate that the citation of the author should come when the source is first mentioned 
19 To indicate the sentence is incomprehensible  
20 To indicate the statement is not relevant to the student’s argument 
21 To indicate the student does not clearly state the student’s reasons and arguments 
22 To indicate the student needs to make the title more specific 
23 To indicate the student needs to add page numbers 
24 To indicate the student needs to explain who the cited authority is 
25 To indicate the student needs to properly cite the source 
26 To indicate the student should use more sources 
27 To indicate the underlined statement can be a better title for the essay 
28 To indicate the presence of a discourse marker 
29 To indicate that use of the subject pronoun is inappropriate 
30 To indicate the location of the text in which the feedback is provided 
 
 
 As can be seen in Table 5.3, the list of purposes of Allison’s feedback instances 
suggests that her feedback instances have common underlying purposes. In fact, all her 
feedback purposes can be summarized into four basic thematic categories, as detailed in 
Chapter 3.  
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 Table 5.4 summarizes Allison’s feedback purposes based on the four thematic 
categories. More than half of Allison’s feedback was intended to provide “Indirect 
feedback,” which accounts for 64.9% of her feedback purposes. “Positive feedback” was 
used at the rate of 20.3%, which marks the second highest frequency of her feedback 
purposes. By contrast, “location marker” and “direct feedback” collectively account for 
approximately 15% of her feedback purposes. Allison’s use of feedback therefore was 
primarily intended to provide indirect feedback. 
 
Table 5. 4 
Feedback Purpose Frequency: Allison’s Case 
 




Indirect Feedback 48 64.9 64.9 
Positive feedback 15 20.3 85.2 
Location Marker 6 8.1 93.3 
Direct Feedback 5 6.7 100.0 
Total 74 100.0 N/A 
 
 Feedback purpose: Aaron’s case. As in Allison’s case, an open-coding method 
was used to identify and organize Aaron’s intended purposes of written feedback. Using 
the same method of analysis, all of his feedback instances were reviewed to create 
descriptors to present the potential purpose of each feedback instance. To maintain 
consistency between the first and second case studies, the identical descriptors were used 
to summarize the purposes of Aaron’s feedback only where possible (i.e., No. 1, 2, and 
30 in Table 5.3).  
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However, since Aaron’s feedback instances were specific to his instructional context, 
additional descriptors were developed when the original descriptors could not accurately 
describe the intended purposes of his feedback. As a result, a total of 22 different 
purposes were identified, as presented below in Table 5.5. 
Table 5. 5 
Feedback Purpose: Aaron’s Case 
No. Purpose 
1 To retract the instructor’s written comment 
2 To correct a format error 
3 To correct a grammatical error 
4 To correct a punctuation error 
5 To correct a word use error 
6 To direct the student to add “In America” to make the sentence more specific 
7 To direct the student to prepare a works-cited page 
8 To direct the student's attention to the text for potential revision 
9 To encourage the student to cite the source 
10 To encourage the student to revise the phrasing 
11 To encourage the student to rewrite her counter argument 
12 To encourage the student to rewrite the argument 
13 To encourage the student to use better evidence to support her argument 
14 To give praise 
15 To indicate the student’s wording is not common in academic writing 
16 To indicate a missing word 
17 To indicate the student’s argument is not clear 
18 To indicate that her statement is unclear 
19 To indicate that the student used a wrong expression 
20 To indicate the word is unnecessary in academic writing 
21 To provide better wording 
22 To indicate the location of the text in which the feedback is provided 
  
 Table 5.6 presents descriptive statistics for Aaron’s feedback purposes based on the 
four codes described in Chapter 3. One additional code, “retraction,” was also used to 
classify an exceptional feedback instance observed in Aaron’s feedback. The frequency 
distributions of his feedback purposes indicate that the purpose of his feedback was 
primarily to provide indirect feedback, which accounts for approximately 60% of his 
83 
 
feedback purposes. Direct feedback represents 20% of Aaron’s feedback purposes. 
Furthermore, the rate of positive feedback is 4.4%. Finally, retraction occupies 1.1% of 
his feedback purposes.  In fact, an instance of this feedback purpose occurred only once.  
Table 5. 6 
Feedback Purpose Frequency: Aaron’s Case 
 




Indirect Feedback 53 59.9 59.9 
Direct Feedback 18 20.0 79.9 
Location Marker 14 15.6 94.5 
Positive feedback 4 4.4 98.9 
Retraction 1 1.1 100.0 
Total 90 100.0 N/A 
 
The target area of written feedback 
 This section presents the target areas of the two instructors’ feedback instances. The 
results were obtained through reviewing the students’ essay drafts and developing 
thematic categories corresponding to students’ writing issues to which written feedback 
was provided. After the development of thematic categories, descriptors were added to 
provide the details of what each thematic category represents. 
 Feedback target areas: Allison’s case. Table 5.7 presents all target areas identified 
in Allison’s feedback and associated descriptors. All categories were derived from 






Table 5. 7 
Feedback Target Area: Allison’s Case 
  Target Area                Descriptor 
Argumentation 
This category refers to feedback instances targeted at important elements that 
affect the quality of argument, including presentation of claims and evidence. 
Essay component 
This category refers to feedback instances related to essay components, including 
proper paragraphing and presence of important sentences and paragraph-level 
components such as thesis statement, topic sentences, introduction, body, and 
conclusion.   
Organization 
This category refers to feedback instances related to effective presentation by 
ordering and organizing ideas in a logical manner. 
Wording 
This category refers to feedback instances related to word use, including 
vocabulary errors and sound word choice. 
Transition 
This category refers to feedback instances related to presence of discourse 
markers. 
Grammar This category refers to feedback instances targeting grammar errors. 
Format 
This category refers to feedback instances targeted at format errors, including 
citation format, work cited page, and title. 
Clarity 
This category refers to feedback instances targeted at intelligibility of intended 
message of the student text. Feedback provided on any unclear statements or 
wording was classified under this category. 
Appropriateness 
This category refers to feedback instances provided on parts of the text which 




 As presented above, Allison’s feedback instances were targeted at eight different 
areas of writing, including issues related to the specific genre of writing—the 
argumentative essay. Furthermore, her feedback aimed to treat various language-related 
issues such as wording, transition, grammar, clarity, and appropriateness. Finally, issues 
related to proper formatting of the essay, paragraph-level essay components, and 
organization of the entire essay were also targeted by Allison’s feedback. As these target 
areas represent, Allison’s feedback attended to a wide range of writing issues. 
 Based on the results above, a frequency analysis was conducted to further examine 
Allison’s feedback target areas. Table 5.8 presents the results of the frequency analysis. 
The major target area of Allison’s feedback was argumentation (31.1%). Wording 
(13.5%), appropriateness (12.2%), format (10.8%), clarity (10.8%), and grammar (9.5%) 
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received almost equivalent amounts of feedback. Finally, essay component (5.4%), 
transition (4.1%), and organization (2.7%) represented two instances of feedback, which 
indicates that these areas of writing were least important in Allison’s feedback practice.  
 Table 5. 8 
Feedback Target Area Frequency: Allison’s Case 
 
                              
Frequency 
                                  
Percent 





Argumentation 23 31.1 31.1 
Wording 10 13.5 44.6 
Appropriateness 9 12.2 56.8 
Format 8 10.8 67.6 
Clarity 8 10.8 78.4 
Grammar 7 9.5 87.9 
Essay Component 4 5.4 93.3 
Transition 3 4.1 97.4 
Organization 2 2.6 100.0 
Total 74 100.0 
                                  
N/A 
 
 Feedback target areas: Aaron’s case. The target areas of Aaron’s feedback were 
identified by analyzing Shu’s first draft and Aaron’s feedback instances. The target area 
categories developed from the case study of Allison were again used in this one where 
applicable. However, some of the descriptors could not be used to accurately describe the 
target areas of Aaron’s feedback. To remedy this shortcoming, modifications were made 
to the original descriptors and one additional category was developed. Table 5.9 
summarizes the target areas of Aaron’s feedback with associated descriptors. Any 
additional descriptors and modifications made to the original descriptors from the first 
case study are italicized to highlight the differences.  
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As Table 5.9 shows, Aaron’s feedback were targeted at nine different categories of 
writing. His feedback extended to word order issues related to argumentative essay 
writing, but also language and mechanical aspects of writing such as clarity, 
appropriateness, wording, grammar, and punctuation. Format and paragraph-level 
structural issues were also targeted by Aaron’s feedback. Again, as in the first case, 
Aaron’s feedback attempted to treat a variety of writing issues present in the student’s 
draft. 
Table 5. 9 
Feedback Target Area: Aaron’s Case 
  Target Area                Descriptor 
Argumentation 
This category refers to feedback instances targeted at important elements that 
affect the quality of argument, including presentation of claims, evidence, 
counter-argument and refutation. 
Essay component 
This category refers to feedback instances related to essay components, including 
proper paragraphing and presence of important sentence and paragraph-level 
components such as thesis statement, topic sentences, introduction, body, and 
conclusion.   
Wording 
This category refers to feedback instances related to word use, including 
vocabulary errors and sound word choice. 
Transition 
This category refers to feedback instances related to presence of discourse 
markers. 
Grammar This category refers to feedback instances targeted at grammar errors. 
Format 
This category refers to feedback instances targeted at format errors, including 
citation format, work cited page, and title. 
Clarity 
This category refers to feedback instances targeted at intelligibility of intended 
message in the student text. Feedback provided to any unclear statements or 
wording was classified under this category. 
Appropriateness 
This category refers to feedback instances provided to parts of the text which 
violate the common norms of academic writing, including use of subjective 
pronoun. 
Mechanics 
This category refers to feedback instances related to mechanical aspects of 
writing, including correct punctuation. 
 Table 5.10 presents frequencies of Aaron’s feedback target areas. Aaron treated 
grammar issues most frequently in his feedback (25.6%), followed by argumentation 
(23.3%) and wording (21.1%). The aforementioned three areas therefore received nearly 
equivalent frequencies of feedback. Following these three areas, clarity (12.2%) and 
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appropriateness (8.9%) received somewhat similar amounts of feedback. Finally, format 
(5.6 %), mechanics (2.2%), and essay components (1.1%) belonged to the group which 
received the least amounts of feedback.  
Table 5. 10 
Feedback Target Area Frequency: Aaron’s Case 
 
                               
Frequency 
                                    
Percent 




Grammar 23 25.6 25.6 
Argumentation 21 23.3 48.9 
Wording 19 21.1 70.0 
Clarity 11 12.2 82.2 
Appropriateness 8 8.9 91.1 
Format 5 5.6 96.7 
Mechanics 2 2.2 98.9 
Essay Component 1 1.1 100.0 
Total 90 100.0 




Associations of Feedback Categories 
  This section presents the results of the qualitative analysis to provide descriptions of 
how feedback form is associated with feedback purpose and target area categories.
 For the sake of an organized presentation of results and interpretations, the feedback 
form category is used as a tethering point. Thereby, the section attempts to show how 
each form of feedback was used for specific purposes and target areas.  
 Feedback categorical associations: Allison’s case. In order to provide descriptions 
of how each feedback form is associated with the other two categories of feedback: 
feedback purpose and target area, qualitative data such as field notes, and lecture 
materials were used for analysis and interpretation.  
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For concise presentation, the results include four forms of feedback which account for 
approximately 90% of Allison’s feedback: 1. written comment, 2. underline, 3. 
checkmark, and 4. bar. 
 Allison’s use of the written comment. Allison typically provided written comments 
on problematic parts of the text as a way of giving indirect feedback. For example, she 
wrote, “[W]ho is this person?” to indirectly encourage Jiang to provide information about 
the author of a source to show its relevance and authority. In doing so, Jian could make 
his evidence more credible and hence strengthen his argument.  
 While provision of indirect feedback was the major purpose of Allison’s use of the 
written comment, the other major purpose was to give positive feedback. For example, 
she gave a written comment such as “A1” to indicate that first argument was present to 
confirm the presence of a necessary component of an argumentative essay.  
 Allison’s written comments appeared on various occasions, attending to different 
areas of writing. However, a majority of her written comments was targeted at two major 
issues of writing—argumentation and format. For instance, out of the 34 written 
comments which Allison provided, 17 were related to argumentation, whereas eight were 
related to format. Allison’s lectures as described in Chapter 4 revealed that she 
emphasized several important aspects of an argumentative essay. This explains why these 
specific areas of writing received many written comments and established a clear 
association between her use of the written comment and the two major writing issues: 
argumentation and format.  
 The other major target area of written comments was related to format issues. One 
instance attended to the absence of page number on the draft. The other written 
89 
 
comments were exclusively used to indicate the absence of or deviation from the proper 
in-text citation format. Hence, in effect, Allison was directing Jiang to properly cite and 
format the paper.  
 Finally, written comment feedback also attended to language issues most particularly 
where Jiang’s statements were unclear to Allison, E.G., “not sure I understand,” or 
Jiang’s language use was not appropriate for academic writing, as above “too informal.”   
 Allison’s use of the checkmark. Checkmarks were used on eight different occasions 
in Allison’s feedback.  As for the relationship with feedback purpose, from her student’s 
draft and where she provided checkmarks, it is clear that Allison gave them as indications 
of positive feedback. For example, checkmarks were provided when Jiang used a 
transitional phrase such as “However”, “Moreover”, or “According to.” In addition, 
Allison gave a checkmark when evidence or an argument was presented in the student’s 
draft. Since the presence of these elements was essential parts of the argumentative essay 
assignment, Allison verified that the needed textual component was present in her 
student’s paper by providing a checkmark. In other words, the checkmark indicates that 
Jiang’s paper met a specific requirement for the assignment. Hence, it can be considered 
positive feedback from the instructor.  
 As for the relationship between checkmarks and target areas, two areas of writing 
primarily received checkmarks: argumentation and transition. These two areas of writing 
collectively received six out of eight instances of the checkmark. The remaining target 
areas were format and essay component and each of the areas received one checkmark. 
 Allison’s use of the underline. As for underlines, a total of 20 instances were 
identified in Allison’s feedback.  
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The purpose for using this feedback form was to give indirect feedback, I.E., to direct the 
student’s attention to the underlined parts of the text for potential revision. My 
interpretation stemmed from some of the instances of underline which were accompanied 
by Allison’s written comments. Her written comments revealed what specific problems 
the underlined texts contained. For instance, Allison underlined Jiang’s phrase, “a big 
deal,” and added a written comment, “too informal” to indicate that his word choice in 
this part of the text was too informal, implying this phrase needed to be replaced with a 
more formal wording. Considering Allison’s use of underlines and written comments 
together, it becomes immediately clear that Allison’s intention was to signal that there 
was an issue with the underlined text. Even in the absence of written comments, the 
purpose of underlines was still consistent. For example, Allison underlined the parts of 
the text which contained grammatical errors. As such, it is reasonable to assume that 
these texts were underlined to signal that there was an accuracy issue which needed to be 
corrected.  
 Other instances where underlines were used indicated problems with common 
academic writing conventions such as appropriate academic word choice. For instance, 
“Definitely” conveys a strong voice, and this type of phrase which leads to an absolute 
statement is typically not preferred in academic writing, unless there is strong evidence to 
support the claim. Allison likewise underlined the contracted forms such as “don’t” or 





 Considering the frequency of underlines in terms of its intended target areas of 
writing, it was found that the underline was primarily reserved for providing feedback to 
language related issues such as wording, appropriateness, grammar, and clarity. These 
four target areas thus collectively accounted for 17 out of 20 instances of underlining. 
The remaining target areas were argumentation and organization, which accounts for the 
remaining three underlined instances. Hence, it can be considered that the underline was 
a preferred form of feedback selected most notably for language related issues of writing 
in Allison’s feedback. 
 Allison’s use of the bar. The use of bars was exclusively reserved as location 
marker. When bar was used, it was almost always accompanied by a written comment. 
Bars therefore were used to show locations of the text at which written comments were 
directed. Since bars always accompanied written comments which were provided on 
writing issues related to argumentation, the target area of bars was argumentation. 
 Feedback categorical associations: Aaron’s case. By following the same 
procedures as in the Allison’s case, a qualitative analysis was conducted to understand 
how Aaron’s use of feedback form was related to the feedback purpose and target area 
categories. Descriptions of his use of feedback forms and their relationships with 
feedback purpose and target area are presented in the following sections. The results 
include feedback forms which account for slightly over 90% of Aaron’s feedback: 1. 
written comment, 2. underline, 3. arrow, 4. direct correction, 5. circle, 6. deletion, and 7. 
caret.  
 Aaron’s use of the written comment. Out of a total of 90 instances of feedback, 22 
or approximately one-fourth were written comments.  
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The primary purpose of written comments was to give indirect feedback, while there 
were two instances where he used written comments to give positive feedback.  
 The highest number of target area which received written comments was 
argumentation. As in Allison’s case, Aaron seemed to consider that argumentation was an 
important area of argumentative essay writing for the obvious reason that argumentation 
is a major characteristic of the writing assignment.  
 While argumentation was the major target area of Aaron’s written comments, it also 
attempted to treat other issues of writing. For instance, one written comment instance was 
targeted at clarity. In this part of the text, Shu was not able to clearly communicate her 
message, due to the presence of an incorrect expression. As such, her argument lost its 
consistency. From the context of her essay, Aaron knew that her statement was not 
accurate and thus it prompted him to write, “This means something else!” to encourage 
Shu to revise her statement and accurately communicate her intended message. One other 
instance attended to a format issue. In this instance, Shu forgot to add a space between 
words and hence it violated the proper formatting rule of academic writing. Aaron left a 
written comment, “spacing” to direct Shu to add a space to ensure that her paper would 
be properly formatted. Finally, as the metalanguage “passive voice!” suggests, Aaron 
clearly intended to direct Shu to correct the grammatical error in which she used active 
voice instead of passive voice, which was the correct verb form in this case.  
 Aaron’s use of the underline. The second most frequent form of feedback used by 
Aaron was the underline. The primary purpose of underlines in Aaron’s feedback was to 
direct the student’s attention for potential revision. Thus, the purpose of underlines was to 
provide indirect feedback. It is noteworthy that he provided written comments to almost 
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every instance of underline. To be specific, he provided written comments in 16 locations 
where he underlined out of a total of 19 instances. In some cases, a direct correction was 
also used along with a written comment.  
 A further examination revealed that many of the instances of underlines 
accompanied by written comment and/or direct correction carried two distinctive 
functions: one was to explain the issue with the underlined part and the other was to give 
a specific suggestion as to how Shu could revise the text. Aaron also accompanied three 
instances of underlining with a question mark. Since these parts of the text did not clearly 
communicate, Aaron indicated his uncertainty with a question mark to indicate that Shu 
needed to revise her text to ensure clarity.   
 A good illustration of the first and second functions appearing at the same time was 
where Shu wrote, “I finished the personal narrative, the literature review and the 
interview report,” to provide background information of her research. Aaron underlined 
the entire sentence and gave a written comment, “It’s not really a common way of 
showing your research.” He also added a direct correction, “have done in-depth research 
for the whole semester.” In this way, Aaron first attempted to direct Shu’s attention to the 
text which was problematic and he explained why her sentence contained an issue. 
Finally, he gave a direct correction so that Shu may revise her text with his suggestion. 
 In terms of target area, the underline was almost evenly spread between grammar and 
clarity followed by argumentation, format, and appropriateness.  
 Aaron’s use of the arrow. In Aaron’s feedback, the arrow was used to present the 
location of issue present in the draft, or to indicate where accompanying feedback such as 
verbal comment was targeted. While arrow was almost exclusively used as location 
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marker, an exception to the case was found when Aaron used an arrow to show the 
correct location of a word placed in a sentence in an incorrect order. Since this use of the 
arrow attempted to directly correct the error, it was considered an instance of direct 
correction.  
 One example of the first function of arrows appears where Aaron wrote, wrote a 
verbal comment at the end of the paper in a blank space, “you also need works cited page 
as well,” showing where to add a works cited page. The second function is exemplified 
by an instance in which Shu wrote “limit capacity of universities.” In this particular 
instance, the word “limit” is not used as a verb because of the presence of “because of” in 
the sentence. Therefore, Aaron circled the word “limit” and subsequently, added an arrow 
to indicate where to place “limit” to form a proper noun phrase.  
 In regard to the target area, arrow was most frequently used for argumentation 
followed by clarity, wording, and appropriateness. The least frequently targeted area with 
arrow was grammar.  
 Aaron’s use of the direct correction. The purpose of Aaron’s direct correction was 
to provide direct feedback to format, mechanics, and language related issues. 
Specifically, the following types of errors were treated by the direct correction: 1) 
punctuation, 2) format, 3) grammar, and 4) wording. For example, one instance attempted 
to correct a punctuation error: Shu had forgotten to punctuate using a comma and Aaron 
directly corrected it by adding a comma.  
 A good example of direct correction to a format issue can be found in the part of her 
essay where Shu used a proper noun, “ford food court.” Aaron corrected this by 
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capitalizing the first letter of each word – “Ford Food Court.” Since a proper noun needs 
to be capitalized, Aaron made this specific correction.  
 An example of direct correction targeted at a grammatical error was related to use of 
preposition, which is often challenging for English language learners. Shu used an 
incorrect prepositions “in” in a sentence, and Aaron corrected this error by adding “to.”  
 Another example concerned a wording issue. Shu used the word “applied students.” 
In this particular instance, Aaron responded by correcting the phrase, “applied students” 
to “applicants”, which is a more idiomatic choice. His direct correction in this case was a 
response to a word-level issue; however, in other similar instances, he also responded to a 
sentence-level issue. For example, Shu wrote a subordinate clause, “the new came out of 
the community because of its exotic flavors.” Aaron corrected the beginning of the 
sentence, “the new came out of” to “new restaurants served beyond their” to make the 
sentence sound clearer.  
 Aaron’s use of the circle. In Shu’s first draft, Aaron used the circle 10 times. 
Aaron’s use of the circle functioned as indirect feedback, urging the student to pay 
attention to the circled parts of the text for revising.  
 In relation to the feedback target area category, Aaron used circles to indicate that 
there was a grammatical error. For instance, Shu wrote, “choose” and Aaron circled the 
word, where from the context of her paper, the correct expression should have been 
“chose.” In the same way, eight of Aaron’s 10 uses of circles were to correct grammatical 
errors. The two remaining instances aimed to point out the unnatural sounding of Shu’s 
wording. One of these instances was accompanied by a direct correction. By contrast, the 
other instance was accompanied by a written comment which stated, “This word is many 
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time unnecessary in academic writing.” This written comment indicates that Aaron seems 
to have wanted Shu to remove this phrasing, as it was not common in academic writing. 
In fact, Aaron crossed out an associated part of the sentence, “there are”, which confirms 
that his intention was indeed to have Shu remove this part, and his written comment had 
an explanatory function as to why the phrase needed to be removed. In essence, in these 
two instances, Aaron attempted to encourage Shu to revise these parts to make them 
sound more appropriate for academic writing. As exemplified above, the primary target 
of the circle is grammar as the number of instances was eight out of 10 total instances of 
circle. The remaining two instances attended to argumentation and appropriateness. 
 Aaron’s use of the deletion. The deletion was a form of feedback used to directly 
correct issues of writing in the student’s draft. Therefore, the sole purpose of the feedback 
form was to provide direct feedback. This form of feedback was different from direct 
correction in that the instructor simply crosses out an unnecessary word(s) or letter(s) to 
help the student to form a sound sentence. For example, in one of the instances, Shu 
wrote “every types,” which Aaron corrected it by deleting “s. 
 The deletion was used in five different instances in Aaron’s feedback and four of 
them were used to treat language-related issues such as grammar and wording. However, 
one remaining instance was an exceptional case in which Aaron deleted his written 
comment provided on an issue of argumentation. Aaron initially thought that there was 
inconsistency between Shu’s thesis and her claim in the specific part of the text, and gave 
a written comment to raise a question, but later he realized that this was his 




 Aaron’s use of the caret. Aaron used the caret to provide indirect feedback by 
indicating that there was a missing word.  Aaron’s use of the caret appears in three 
different locations where Shu’s writing contained a wording issue; in all of the instances, 
Shu’s sentences were incomplete, missing a word. A good illustration of use of the caret 
can be found where Shu wrote “because” followed by “Chinese students here.” This 
sentence was incomplete due to the absence of a verb. However, following this part, there 
was a complete sentence, indicating the “because” part is an adverbial clause to 
complement a main clause, “there are many Chinese restaurants…” Hence, Aaron added 
a caret right after “because,” to encourage Shu to solve the issue by adding a missing 
word, which was in this case, “of” to form a proper adverbial clause.  
 As for the target area of the caret, they were primarily used to treat grammar issues 
as missing words indicate incomplete sentences. Therefore, the sentences were 
considered ungrammatical and Aaron provided a caret to indicate that the student needed 
to insert a missing word. 
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter has presented the results of textual analysis of Allison’s and Aaron’s 
written feedback on their students’ first drafts. The analysis was conducted on three 
different categories of feedback—form, purpose, and target area. The results of the 
analysis indicated that both of the instructors provided feedback in many different forms 
for a variety of purposes. In addition, the instructors attended to a wide variety of writing 
issues, but most frequently related to argumentation.  
The primary focus of the textual analysis was on examining Allison’s and Aaron’s 
written feedback in terms of the aforementioned three categories. However, the initial 
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textual analysis was single-category based. In other words, no information can be 
provided with regard to the relationship between different categories of feedback. Hence, 
the analysis extended to the intersections across categories of feedback. Thereby, I 
attempted to investigate potential relationships between two different categories of 
feedback with an aim to understand further the nature of Allison and Aaron’s feedback 
practices. 
 Much can be inferred from the analysis of feedback form, purpose, and target 
area. At this point, it is possible to hypothesize that both of the instructors seem to have 
had preferences for the choice of different feedback forms for different purposes and 
target areas. If so, their use of specific forms of feedback may not be strictly idiosyncratic 
in nature. Rather, the instructors’ decision makings in terms of feedback form, purpose, 
and target area may well be intentional and purposeful. However, the results of analysis 
presented in this chapter is primarily text-based, and are correspondingly interpretative 
and subjective. As such, it is not possible to determine if there is indeed some form of 
intentionality and purposefulness in the instructor participants’ feedback practices. To 
consider this issue, it is imperative to examine the instructor participants’ own views on 
their feedback practices. Hence, their feedback practices were further examined based on 
interviews with the instructor participants. Using the interview data, Chapter 6 provides 
an emic version of description of instructor written feedback in an attempt to validate the 





CHAPTER 6: FEEDBACK PRACTICES: INSTRUCTOR PERSPECTIVES 
 
Introduction 
The results of textual analysis on Allison and Aaron’s feedback in Chapter 5 have 
provided a comprehensive overview of their feedback practices specifically in terms of 
form, purpose, and target area. While the results obtained were useful in describing the 
two instructors’ feedback practices, they are limited in the sense that the analysis 
conducted was primarily text-based. Therefore, they represented a researcher-driven, or 
etic perspective of their feedback practices. In order to further understand the nature of 
instructor feedback, it is therefore important to delve into how the two instructors 
perceived their own feedback practices. In other words, considering the instructors’ own 
accounts, it is necessary to investigate what factors affected their feedback practices and 
led to the results presented in Chapter 5 from a more emic perspective. 
To collect potentially relevant information pertaining to the two instructors’ feedback 
practices, weekly interviews were conducted individually with Allison and Aaron during 
the course of the study, as detailed in Chapter 3. A qualitative analysis (see Chapter 3 for 
analysis procedures) was then conducted on the data collected from these interviews. As 
the result of the open-coding analysis, five potential factors related to instructor written 
feedback practices were identified: 1) instructional context, 2) writing task, 3) feedback 
strategies, 4) student writing performance, and 5) time constraints. 
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Although the primary purpose of the chapter is to present the contextual factors 
found to have relationships with instructor written feedback practices, it also aims to 
describe the two instructors’ perspectives on their own feedback practices, thereby 
attempting to confirm the validity of the results reported in Chapter 5. 
 
Written Feedback Contextual Factors 
As the result of the qualitative analysis of interview data (see Chapter 3 for 
methodological description), five contextual factors were identified as having potential 
relevance to two instructors’ feedback practices. In the following sections, Allison and 
Aaron’s own accounts of their feedback practices show how the factors above uniquely 
affected their decision making in providing their written feedback. 
 
Instructional context 
 At the second interview session, Allison described the instructional context of her 
feedback—in particular, her students’ language status: native or nonnative English 
speaking students. Prior to teaching 106i, she had been an instructor of 106, the 
mainstream freshman composition course for a year. Allison told me that she was always 
feeling insecure when teaching in front of native speakers of English in the mainstream 
composition class, describing it in the following terms: “it was kind of nerve-breaking.” 
She explained that she felt compelled to justify her feedback to her students due to the 
fact that she was a nonnative English speaking teacher. Hence, her feedback was more 
extensive, providing detailed explanations of her comments. By contrast, after Allison 
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started to teach 106i for nonnative English speaking students, the amount of her feedback 
became much less and much more selective, as indicated in the following excerpt: 
 (1)  
 [I provide feedback] much less on grammar. I don’t give comments to everything. I 
just underline to have students to correct themselves. I was making suggestions 
especially for 106 [mainstream composition class] students, but [now] not much for 
106i [ESL composition class]. (IIT:CSI) 
 
 As presented above, the differences in the first language of her students clearly 
affected Allison’s feedback practice. Allison’s perceived notion of the instructional 
context, most specifically in terms of her target audience, had a significant bearing on her 
feedback practice. 
 Similar to Allison’s case, differences in instructional context affected Aaron’s 
feedback practice. In his case, however, his previous instructional context was an EFL 
context, where a product as opposed to a process approach was commonly used. After 
coming to the U.S., Aaron also experienced teaching a mainstream composition class, in 
which native English speaking students were the largest segment of the population. His 
current teaching context differed greatly from his past instructional contexts. Four 
differences between Aaron’s past and present instructional contexts seemed to have 
affected his feedback practice:  
1. Single-draft (EFL) or multiple-draft setting (ESL).  
2. Absence (EFL) or presence (ESL) of instructor-student conferences.  
3. Student language status: either native (mainstream composition classroom) or 
nonnative English speakers (ESL composition classroom).  
4. Instructional focus: grammar (EFL) versus content, organization, and citations 
(ESL).  
 
 Consider the following excerpt in which Aaron described changes in his feedback 




Masakazu: You obviously had teaching experience before teaching 106i, so did your 
past teaching experience affect your feedback practice in any way? 
Aaron: I would say back in [my country], it was quite different from the way I teach 
here. First of all, for all three years I taught, we focused on grammar only, and we 
didn’t have multiple drafts. Just so you know, I think we had two drafts, but that’s 
the most and sometimes we had only one draft.  
Masakazu: So it’s like product-approach then? 
Aaron: Yes. Yes. So that’s why it’s different. We didn’t have one on one 
conferences. So that’s why the way I give feedback to my students here is very 
different from when I taught in my country.  
Masakazu: What about 106, where domestic students are present? 
Aaron: For 106, let’s see. We have multiple drafts, and I would say I wasn’t worried 
about their language, because most of them were native speakers of English. So I 
focused more on content and organization and also how they incorporated sources 




 Second contextual factor that affected instructor feedback was the writing task. Thus, 
in the first case study, Allison’s feedback practice was inextricably linked to her 
understanding of the genre that students were being asked to write in. That is, as seen in 
Chapter 5, many of her feedback instances focused on issues pertaining to argumentation. 
More specifically, Allison’s feedback was primarily targeted at the quality of evidence 
for arguments presented in the student’s draft. In relation to this issue, I asked her why 
she talked about ethos, pathos, and logos in her lectures. Her response indicates that her 
feedback practice was intertwined with her understanding of a good argumentative paper 
and the specific requirements of the writing assignment. Consider the following excerpt 
from one of Allison’s responses in our interviews: 
 (3) 
Different writing situations require different things for the argumentative paper. I 
kind of want them to see the difference. How can I put it? I think they should use 
logos as a rhetorical strategy rather than using emotional appeal or personal 
experience. They should know the difference we talked about [in class] when we 
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talked about annotated bibliography or interview report. I teach them ethos and 
pathos not because I want them to use them better, but know the difference from 
logos. And I want them to focus on logos. Evidence is weaker if they don’t use 
logos. (IIT:CSI)                                                                                                   
 
 As an important component of the argumentative essay, Allison’s response clearly 
indicates that the use of logos was essential for the argumentative writing task, and 
because she believed that the use of logos determines the quality of an argument to a 
great extent, many of her feedback instances were targeted at writing issues relevant to 
argumentation, as presented in Chapter 5. To achieve one of her instructional goals, 
which was to direct students to use logos to support their claims, Allison’s feedback 
focused on logos and by extension, the quality of arguments in the student’s paper.  
 Aaron’s feedback practices were similarly influenced by the writing task:  
(4) 
Masakazu: What is your understanding of an argumentative essay as a genre of 
writing? What are the important characteristics that you are trying to teach to your 
students? 
Aaron: An argumentative essay is an essay that the writer wants to win in their 
argument in terms of what they think about that topic. What I want to teach in my 
class—Ah, as you have observed my class right, the first time I talked about the 
features of the argumentative essay? So that’s basically argumentative essay. They 
need to have a clear thesis statement that is not a fact and that can be disputable, they 
need to be clear in terms of their position. In terms of outlines they should be more 
well-structured than personal narratives because they can be messy.  
Masakazu: For this essay only, you assigned them to write outlines right? 
Aaron: Yes 
Masakazu: Because argumentative essays are structurally more complicated? 
Aaron: Yes. That’s what I think. So they should have claims. They should also 
consider opposing point of views. So that’s why I asked them to include a counter-
argument, maybe more than one counter-argument. For each counter-argument, they 
have to have a refutation. (IIT:CSII) 
 
Here, Aaron mentioned that an argumentative essay should have a clear thesis, 
claims, opposing points of view, counterarguments, and corresponding refutations. 
Considering my analyses of his feedback instances in Chapter 5, these essential elements 
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of an argumentative essay were indeed the central focus of his feedback practice. Aside 
from language issues, Aaron’s verbal comments were targeted at thesis statement, which 
in his view, an important element of an argumentative essay.  
Although Aaron’s feedback instances were generally light on lower order concerns 
such as format (see Chapter 5), this does not mean that Aaron ignored issues with this 
areas of writing. Rather, his feedback was linked to the specific requirements of 
argumentative essay writing particularly in terms of in-text citations. Aaron described 
how the assignment requirements affected his feedback practice as follows: 
(5) 
Masakazu. When you give feedback do you consider assignment requirements? If so 
what requirements do you consider for this project?  
Aaron: Assignment requirements yes sure. For example, I told them to work on in-
text citations and work cited page so I try to keep that in mind when grading essays. 
Masakazu: What about length? 
Aaron: I don’t really care too much about length, if it’s not too short or long. But 
with this draft I talked to her [Shu] since she didn’t write too long, so I thought she 
could add a little more like another point. (IIT:CSII) 
 
Feedback strategies 
 During my interviews with Allison, I asked about her minimalist approach to direct 
grammar correction. Allison stated that she was intentionally and willfully cutting back 
on her grammar correction as grammar was not as important as content or other higher 
order issues in her grading standard. She described how she focused more on larger 
issues, or in Allison’s terms, “global issues,” in student writing when giving feedback: 
(6)  
I think grammar is not that important, so I don’t correct that much anymore. My 
focus is on more global things. Do they have a thesis statement? Is the introduction 
good enough? Do they use transitional phrases? Grammar doesn’t affect grades that 





 The excerpt above explains why Allison intentionally avoided providing grammar 
corrections to Jiang’s first draft.  
 The two following excerpts present additional information regarding Allison’s 
feedback strategies. The excerpt is from data obtained through a stimulated recall task, 
specifically pertaining to her use of different forms of feedback, including circle, 
checkmark, verbal comment, direct correction, arrow, and bar. Her explanations were 
highly consistent with my interpretations of different feedback forms and their functional 
purposes as direct feedback, indirect feedback, direct correction, and location marker, as 
presented in Chapter 5:    
(7) 
I use checkmarks to indicate that I found what I expected to see such as signaling 
phrases, transitional phrases, etc. I use these mostly for things I explicitly asked 
students to do in my handouts and in class, but I do not seem to use this consistently. 
There is only one example of circling. In that case, I circled to draw attention to the 
fact that the student used “I” even though I had asked them to avoid using “I” not 
entirely, but when possible. I underline for two reasons. The first is to point to a 
small mistake like using contractions —didn't instead of did not, tense use, or 
spelling. In these instances, I assume that the moment the student sees the underlined 
word he/she will understand what the mistake is. The second reason is to help the 
student understand which section my marginal comment refers to, for example—like 
the instance where I underlined “Dr. Zou” and made a comment, “who is this 
person?” I give a verbal comment when I think the student needs explanation and 
when I think just underlining or circling would not be enough. This is usually for 
more global issues with writing such as organization and content related issues like 
arguments and evidence, or when I do not understand something and ask for 
clarification. (IE:CSI) 
(8) 
I try to use direct correction sparingly, but sometimes giving the correct form 
directly is more efficient, for example, regarding grammatical issues. There is only 
one that is clearly an arrow and I used that to tell the student to reverse the order of 
the two words. What I believe you think is a bar is actually just a line (or an arrow 
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without the arrow head) that links the comment and the relevant part of the student 
writing, as in the line that links the title and the comment about it. The lines under 
“didn't,” “don't,” “won't,” which look like bars are not actually bars. I just underlined 
them, but the sections I underlined are short, so they look like bars. (IE:CSI) 
 As the excerpts above show, Allison intentionally chose particular forms of feedback 
for different communicative functions and intentions.  
 In Chapter 5, I presented the results of analysis on Aaron’s feedback, in terms of its 
form, purpose, and target area. During the stimulated recall task, Aaron explained his 
feedback forms and their purposes: 
(9) 
Masakazu: Today, I’m going to ask you about comments that you gave on the 
student’s first draft. I see circles, underlines, checkmarks and comments.  
Aaron: First of all, I use different strategies when giving feedback. So sometimes, 
when I think it’s too hard for them to figure it out, I write down the answer like in 
the first paragraph. It’s not a common way what she has done. I try to show her in 
academic paper, it should be something like this. (IIT:CSII) 
 
 As a general summary of Aaron’s feedback practice, he reported that he had used 
different strategies according to the nature of problems that his students encountered. In 
this sense, Aaron’s feedback practice was adaptive and he attempted to make his 
feedback effective by using different forms of feedback in response to the nature of a 
writing issue at hand. 
 In the following excerpt, Aaron explained the function of his checkmarks in his 
feedback. He reported about how a conversation with a colleague affected his feedback 
practice. Specifically, after conversing with the colleague, he learned the importance of 
providing positive feedback. Hence, Aaron made an effort to provide positive feedback to 
students by explicitly stating the strengths of each students’ drafts. Referring to his use of 
checkmark, as presented in Chapter 5, it is clear that he reserved checkmarks for 
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providing positive feedback along with verbal comments such as “good thesis,” or “nice 
stats,” which effectively confirms my interpretation of his use of checkmark: 
(10) 
Aaron: Also, I talked to another Ph.D student. She read an article on giving 
feedback, and in that article students also prefer positive feedback, so I keep it in my 
mind. I tried to find good points about her essay. It might not be a lot in her first 
draft.  
Masakazu: So these checkmarks? Like good thesis and nice stats so those are 
positive feedback? 
Aaron: Yes, something like that [pointing at a checkmark]. (IIT:CSII) 
 
 Other forms of feedback that Aaron used were underlines and circles. Reserving 
specific forms of feedback for specific purposes seemed to be a characteristic of Aaron’s 
feedback as in Allison’s feedback. In the case of underline and circle, he used them to 
call students’ attention to problems with a phrase or sentence that they had written, as 
described in Chapter 5. Here is how Aaron described this practice in our interviews: 
(11) 
Masakazu: These underlines. Sometimes you write comments but. 
Aaron: Sometimes I want her to pay attention to this particular phrase or sentence or 
try to figure out [so] when we have a conference we can talk about it. 
Masakazu: So when it’s not clear or maybe there is a problem with language use 
something like that? 
Aaron: Yes, right. And circles right? 
Masakazu: Yeah. 
Aaron:  Usually something like this is what you call mistakes. 
Masakazu: Grammatical errors? 
Aaron: Yeah. She might know the answer but she made a mistake like slip of mind. 
So just circle for her to correct it by herself. (IIT:CSII) 
 
 As Aaron described, he assigned specific functions to underlines and circles. Both 
forms of his feedback were meant to direct the student’s attention to problems in the 
draft. However, underlines were used to signal the presence of an issue which Aaron can 
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discuss with the student at a conference session. By contrast, circles were used with the 
expectation that the student would correct the problem by herself.  
 What we can observe in the following excerpt is that Aaron weighed the difficulty of 
the writing issues in his student’s draft when he provided feedback. In this excerpt, he 
mentioned that he used direct correction to give feedback on grammatical errors—he 
corrected grammar issues that he assumed were too difficult for students to correct on 
their own: 
(12) 
Masakazu: So you don’t give direct feedback like explicit corrective feedback. Like 
actually write it down below. You don’t do that in terms of grammatical errors? 
Aaron: Sometimes, grammatical errors.  
Masakazu: I noticed here like this preposition. 
Aaron: Yeah. 
Masakazu: So the reason why you directly corrected it was because you think 
prepositional phrases are harder than other grammatical elements like tense issue, 
which is not so hard to fix? 
Aaron: About this one, I’m not sure if she really knows the problem [pointing at a 
preposition error], but when it comes to tense issue, they should know it, because I 
taught them from their previous essays. So in that case, I want her just to pay 
attention. That’s why I circled. (IIT:CSII) 
  
 Verbal comments were the form of feedback that Aaron used most frequently in his  
feedback practice. In excerpt 13 below, Aaron explained how he used verbal comments 
to give feedback to higher order issues and stated that explanatory comments were 
important when giving feedback to higher order issues. Moreover, if the problem was 
recurrent, he only provided feedback once and did not provide further feedback on the 
same issue multiple times: 
(13) 
Aaron: When it’s about content, or organization, I tend to write longer comments.  
Masakazu: So your comments tend to be longer if it’s about content or organization. 
Is it because you consider content and organization are important part of this 
assignment or this genre of writing? 
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Aaron: I think so yeah, but also in order to point out the problem with content, I 
need to explain right? Or what she should add more? 
Masakazu: So that she can communicate better? 
Aaron: Yes. Something like this [pointing at a grammar error in the student’s draft]. 
I corrected this preposition, but this one right here,  
since I already corrected it, so I just circled it and get her attention. 
Masakazu: Ah, because you already corrected it? 
Aaron: Yeah. (IIT:CSII) 
 
 Data excerpts 11-13 above collectively indicate Aaron’s specificity of purpose when 
using a specific feedback form. More specifically, in selecting feedback forms and 
corresponding purposes, he considered the nature of issues present in the student’s draft 
and his understanding of how the student may respond to his feedback. That is, when the 
grammar error was too difficult for the student to correct on her own, he gave a direct 
correction. By contrast, when the grammar error was related to what he had covered in 
his lectures—for example, tense control—he simply circled the error to encourage the 
student to correct it by herself.  
 
Student writing performance       
 Allison’s conceptualization of the argumentative essay assignment and her initial 
presentation of the assignment to her students indicated that her general perception of 
argumentative essay writing was a result of her cumulative teaching experience of the 
same course along with her observation of her current student’s writing performance. For 
instance, in her first lecture, Allison presented the assignment as “the most difficult 
assignment,” while urging her students to use all the skills they had learned from the 





Masakazu: Why do you think it’s the most difficult assignment? 
Allison: I’ve been teaching since 2007. And it’s my impression that usually the 
average grade goes down with this argumentative research, and that’s not something 
that students expect. So they get A’s, A’s, A’s, and then the argumentative papers 
are like a B research, but they don’t expect that. Then if you give the grade, they 
don’t understand it. That is why I feel the need to point out [that] this is the most 
difficult assignment, so that they will take this more seriously. I think what happens 
is that students are used to spending a specific amount of time for their assignments. 
They feel, “OK, if I do this much work, I can get an A.” But it doesn’t work that 
way. They have to put more effort and time into this. Otherwise, they don’t realize 
that the same amount of work is not going to lead to the same grade for them. 
Masakazu: So they have a sort of adjustment issue? 
Allison: Yes, the argumentative assignment is more difficult. (IIT:CSI) 
 In my second interview with Allison, she told me that her students’ first drafts for the 
argumentative project were not at the usual standard. While recalling how her former 
classes of 106i performed, she reported that her current students were comparatively less 
skilled than the previous groups of students. She was gravely concerned about the quality 
of her students’ first drafts to the extent that she decided to improvise an “emergency 
measure” to provide extra support to them. This measure was to have her students bring 
their first drafts to class and individually work on them before they formally submitted 
their work to her for feedback. Allison remarked, “I have never done this before” 
(IIT:CSI). She was genuinely surprised about the writing performance of her students in 
their first drafts, despite the fact that she taught in exactly the same way as she had done 
in the previous classes.  
 When I asked Allison about Jiang’s final grade for the course, she said, “he is 
probably getting an A with some extra points, but he is a B student, I think” (IIT:CSI).  
After she responded to my question, she further elaborated on the issue of grades and 
how she needed to adjust her feedback practice to better cater to her students. In her past 
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instructional context, Allison explained her former students’ papers for the argumentative 
essay project were always much better. As a customary practice, Allison would give a 
tentative grade to her students’ second drafts, which she called, a “fake grade” (FN:CSI). 
In her recollection, she said, “Usually, when I get second drafts, their papers are already 
A papers, but it is not working that way this semester” (IIT:CSI). As Allison indicated in 
her statements above, she was concerned about her student writing performance and 
decided to change her approach to feedback practice by providing increased amount of 
written feedback: 
 (15) 
Allison: I want to find a way to give less and less feedback towards the end of the 
semester, but I cannot do that especially when my students are struggling. I cannot 
leave them alone.     Masakazu: After you looked at the first draft, you were 
dissatisfied?  
Allison: AH! VERY MUCH SO. 
Masakazu: What was the reason for increased comments on 2nd draft from 1st draft? 
Allison: I think I panicked a little. It’s not just the student [Jiang], all my class was 
struggling. I felt like, this is the second draft, so this is the last chance for me to say 
something, so that they can fix it. So basically that’s ME freaking out. (IIT:CSI) 
  
As the excerpt above presents, Allison made an adjustment to her feedback practice 
in response to the comparatively low performance of her students. She was clearly 
drawing upon her past instructional context which led her to create a certain standard or 
expectation regarding her students. She used this expected standard to evaluate her 
current students’ papers, while adjusting her feedback reflectively. As such, her feedback 
was not a mere response to students’ texts in the present context alone—her feedback 
practice as above inextricably linked to her understanding of the continuing context of 
instruction across different classes. In other words, she used her past experience and 
evaluation of her former students’ performance as an anchoring point to evaluate her 
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present students and thereby adjusted her feedback practice. The following is a second 
example of her reflective adjustment to her feedback practice based on the expected 
standard performance of students: 
(16) 
 Only one student got an A as a fake grade. The rest is B or C. 
This is not typical. I don’t know what is wrong. The reason why I gave so many 
more  comments is because me freaking out. I teach the same way so I’m not 
sure what is wrong. It should be easy. Maybe it’s this group of students. To be fair, 
they are working hard, and their final grades are okay before the argumentative 
paper. For this paper, they have to display their accumulated knowledge, but they are 
not ready. They don’t change anything other than what I commented on. I point out 
the most important things that affect their grades most. I don’t talk too much, but 
that’s not working. My goal is to help them understand what I comment. I want to 
give them a chance to ask me how to revise. (IIT:CSI) 
 
 The above excerpt again exemplifies that Allison’s feedback practice was not a 
simple response to her students’ essays in her present class, but there was a connection 
between her on-going feedback practice in the present class and her student writing 
performance in the past instructional context. Allison perceived the need to adjust her 
feedback, because her students were not performing as well as the previous groups of her 
students. 
 Similar to Allison’s case, Aaron also focused on higher order concerns in his 
feedback. In addition, he exercised a reflective feedback strategies considering his 
student writing performance: 
 (17) 
Aaron: In terms of grammar, I don’t correct much, because they will change the 
content anyway. I don’t want to waste my time.  So I focus on more important 
things. 
Masakazu: So it’s like you focus on higher order things. 
Aaron: Yes. I focus on higher order things and it’s better that way for a weak student 





 Aaron’s focus on higher order concerns and his selective use of verbal comment 
were clearly indicated in the above except. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that he 
mentioned, “it’s better that way for a weak student,” suggesting that his feedback practice 
was reflective of individual student writing performance. He believed that feedback 
should be more specific to weak students and hence, he used verbal comments more 
frequently for weak students. His reflective adjustment to his feedback practice is again 
noted in the following except: 
 (18) 
Masakazu: When you give feedback, do you compare the draft that you are looking 
at and papers that other students wrote?  
Aaron: Not really. 
Masakazu: So you don’t really have a fixed standard. 
Aaron: No. Not really a fixed standard. I just look at the particular essay. 
Masakazu: So you are just trying to help them [students] improve? 
Aaron: Yeah. I noticed myself if it’s a weak student, I tend to write less but long, 
maybe at the end. Because it’s usually about content or organization so I don’t have 
lots of circles and stuff but I write longer at the end of the essay and talk to them 
longer. So when they come to a conference I talk to them more. (IIT:CSII) 
  
 As Aaron reported, he provided more verbal comments to weak students to help 
them work on higher order issues in their writing. However, he also reported that he had 
to spend much more time in checking weak students’ papers since they need more verbal 
comments.  
 (19) 
Masakazu: What kinds of problems do you experience when you give feedback to 
your students? 
Aaron: I tended to spend too much time on some essays. It could be as long as 45 
minutes, especially for weak students. (IIT:CSII) 
 
In the following, Aaron further made an interesting remark about how he 
remembered Shu’s previous papers and the article that she read. I suspect that this is an 
additional example of carry-over feedback—his feedback was not only based upon the 
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present paper, but also the other writing assignments on which the student previously 
worked. As shown below, Aaron remembered what the student wrote previously and 
what kinds of problems she had. Due to this prior feedback experience, Aaron’s feedback 
practice was not confined to the paper at hand, but rather he made a reflective decision as 
to how he should provide feedback, while recalling the recurrent issues in Shu’s writing, 
which appeared through multiple-writing assignments. In other words, it indicates that his 
feedback practice was not a close-ended activity being confined to the immediate writing 
assignment, but rather it was a cumulative activity that cuts through multiple-writing 
assignments in the course of a semester long instruction: 
 (20) 
Aaron: This food taste thing here, she could’ve added a little more because I 
remember she read at least one article about this food issue. She mentioned about 
taste. 
 Masakazu: Was that for lit review or interview report?  
Aaron: AH, lit review. So I think of assignment requirements, what else do I keep in 
mind. 
 Masakazu: Thesis statement? 
Aaron: Ah yeah. Things that I taught in class. I always keep in mind. I tried to reflect 
on what I taught. 
Masakazu: So basically you are saying your feedback practice is tied to what you 
teach? 
Aaron: Yes. Also, I kind of remember previous drafts so if I see the same mistakes 
happening again, then I will. 
Masakazu: I was surprised that you remember what they wrote in the past and even 
sometimes students themselves don’t remember. That’s amazing. But you don’t read 
many times right? 
Aaron: No. I don’t usually compare you know directly two different drafts from 
different assignments but I just remember, so from my memory I just give feedback 
sometimes. 
Masakazu: So that’s just memory. 
Aaron: yeah. (IIT:CSII) 
 
 Through the series of conversations with Aaron, it became clear that his feedback 
practices were clearly tied to his understanding of an argumentative essay and how it 
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should be written. He also mentioned that he used different strategies and modified his 
approach to providing feedback to students’ papers depending on individual students. 
Although he stated that he did not have any standard in assessing students’ papers, his 
feedback practices were apparently purposeful and intentional given that his feedback 
attempted to encourage his students to write “an argumentative essay” as he understood.  
 It is also important to note that Aaron’s feedback was likely to change corresponding 
to each paper that he read. As every student’s paper is different and unique in its own 
way, the problems with the paper should be different. Hence, Aaron kept room for 
modification to be flexible in providing the best possible feedback to each of his student’s 
papers. This is not to say that there was no overarching pattern or system in his feedback 
practice. Rather, the degree of his emphasis and application of his tools (different 
feedback forms) changed in response to the paper in question, and potential modifications 
to his approach operated within the realm of available tools to achieve his instructional 
purpose—to help students write an argumentative essay. His feedback practice in this 
sense was systematic, and at the same time, reflective as it changed in response to 
particularities of each of his students’ papers. 
 
Time constraints 
Time constraints was the last of the five factors identified to have affected two 
instructors’ feedback practices. For instance, at the time of this research, Allison was a 
Ph.D student and was busy with her own studies. As presented in the excerpt below, she 
decided not to provide extensive feedback because she was too busy. Therefore, her 
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feedback practice had to be selective because it is inextricably tied to her personal as well 
as professional life:  
(21) 
I feel like my students don’t care much. I think it’s better if students can just fix it 
themselves. It was a vicious cycle – it was taking too much time [to provide detailed 
feedback]. I set my priorities and I really don’t have much time. (IIT:CSI) 
 
 As Allison stated above, she clearly made a selective decision as to how detailed her 
feedback should be considering her time constraints. 
 For his part, Aaron indicated that he spent approximately 30 minutes on average to 
provide feedback per student paper. He also indicated that he attempted to read his 
students’ papers right before meeting them at their conference sessions to refresh his 
memory of his students’ essays and his feedback. Since his class consisted of 15 students, 
this would mean that he spent about 450 minutes—a total of seven hours and a half—to 
attend to his students’ papers almost every week.  This was certainly necessary, as he had 
a weekly conference session with each of his students where he provided oral feedback to 
his students along with written comments on their drafts. The time constraints set an 
upper limit to how much feedback that Aaron could provide to each of his students before 
meeting them: 
(22) 
Masakazu: How much time do you spend on making comments on students’ papers? 
Aaron: On average 30 minutes. Per student or per paper. So I have to read right 
before meeting them to talk about my feedback [at their conference sessions]. 
(IIT:CSII) 
 
 For two instructors, the time constraints were the product of their differing 
instructional approach. For Aaron, he needed to read students’ drafts right before meeting 
them at conference sessions to remember the contents of his written feedback and the 
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student’s draft. On the other hand, Allison mentioned that it was better for her students to 
attend to their writing issues by themselves.  
 
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter has presented more emic accounts of the two instructor participants’ 
feedback practices, and has attempted to show potential factors which affected their 
feedback decision making in relation to feedback form, purpose, and target area. While 
the nature of each factor and its impact on feedback practice were different for each 
instructor, the five factors presented above can serve as global categories to explain how 
each of the instructors decided to provide what kind of feedback. In the next chapter, the 
five contextual factors identified and their relationships with the instructor participants’ 
written feedback practices are discussed based on a complexity theory based model of L2 












CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Introduction 
This chapter discusses the research findings while answering the following research 
questions: 
 RQ1: What contextual factors affect L2 writing instructor written feedback  
practices? 
RQ2: How do the contextual factors identified relate to L2 written feedback  
practices? 
 
 In order to help present the findings and answer the research questions, a model of 
instructor written feedback practice was developed based on the results presented in the 
earlier chapters. The theoretical framework adapted in this dissertation—complexity 
theory—was used as the main conceptual framework for this model. 
The chapter first presents this complexity theory-based model of instructor feedback. 
Next, it provides provisional answers to the research questions. Following that, the 
chapter offers a discussion on the nature of L2 written feedback practices based on the 





L2 Writing Instructor Feedback System Model 
The components of the L2 writing Instructor feedback system 
 Complexity theory views context as an essential part of the system that governs a 
particular human activity. 
 For instance, in a process-oriented writing classroom, instructor written feedback 
may be used in conjunction with lectures, conferences, and other learning activities in 
which students may engage. In this sense, instructor feedback alone never constitutes the 
entire learning environment. Consequently, instructor feedback practice is inextricably 
linked to various elements of the instructional context. Hence, it is essential to consider 
contextual relationships to investigate how instructors decide to provide specific 
feedback. In order to present a comprehensive account of instructor feedback situated in a 
specific L2 writing teaching context, the present research applied complexity theory and 
associated conceptual tools to examine the nature of instructor feedback, while covering a 
wide range of relevant contextual factors.  
 According to Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008), for a system to be considered a 
“complex system,” it needs to exhibit the following characteristics: 




5. Adaptation                                                  (p. 36) 
 
 A complex system manifests the aforementioned traits due to the unique quality of 
and interaction amongst components of the system. Therefore, to present an L2 written 
instructor feedback system (hereafter WIFS) model based on complexity theory, it is 
essential to define the system components within the complexity theory framework.  
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 For descriptive purposes, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) defined the entire 
ecological environment in which a system operates as “field” and classified internal 
components of a complex system into six different categories, “agent,” “heterogeneity,” 
“organization,” “adaptation,” “dynamics,” and “emergent behavior” (p. 37). In an attempt 
to define the system components of the L2 writing feedback events I studied, the major 
components of the L2 WIFS model are defined and summarized in Table 7.1. To build an 
empirical evidence-based model, the system includes only the components that can be 
identified based on the evidence presented in chapters 4, 5, and 6. The following 
subsections present a brief explanation of each classification category and its 
components.  
 Field. The field represents a fundamental context in which (a) particular system(s) 
operate(s). For the present research, the field of the system is defined as “L2 writing 
instructor written feedback practice.” This category is used only as a collective reference 
to the entire ecological field in which the L2 WIFS operates rather than as a component 
of the system which interacts with other components in the system.  
 Agents. “Agents” indicates participants who are part of and operate within the 
system. In this research, two groups of participants were identified as components which 
belong to this category: “L2 writing instructors” and “L2 writing students.” Agents are 
like actors on a stage. They are the main characters who act in the specific environment, 
while affecting and being affected by changing conditions of the environment. 
 Heterogeneity. “Heterogeneity” refers to differing characteristics or qualities of 
agents which create variability across and within them. Any individual characteristics of 
agents which create variability can be considered components within the heterogeneity 
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category. For example, the present research found that the instructor participants showed 
differing strategies in their feedback practices. The differences in their feedback 
strategies led to variability in terms of the nature of their feedback practices as manifested 
in specific feedback instances (see Chapter 5).  
The heterogeneity of the instructor participants’ feedback practices can be also 
observed in terms of differences in instructional contexts. Teaching experience in 
differing instructional contexts affected how the instructors provided feedback as each 
instructional context has its own unique student population (e.g., EFL vs. ESL) and 
instructional approach (e.g., product vs. process approach) (see Chapter 6). 
As for the second set of agents studied here—L2 writing students—their writing 
performance is always heterogeneous, as each draft is a product of each individual 
student’s writing, and L2 writing skill varies from one student to another (see Chapter 6). 
 Organization. “Organization” is a unit of social community to which agents belong. 
Both instructor and student participants belonged to their respective L2 writing 
classrooms, shared communities in which they engaged in teaching and learning 
activities, as well as other kinds of social relations (see Chapter 4). 
Adaptation. “Adaptation” refers to the adaptive behaviors that agents display in the 
field (for which see above). Agents’ behaviors change in response to contextual settings 
and also changes in other components in the system. In the L2 WIFS model I am 
developing here, the adaptive nature of the system appears in how the instructor 





For instance, in the present research the adaptive nature of instructor feedback is 
evident in that the instructor participants adjusted their feedback practices depending on 
specific issues present in their students’ written products (see Chapter 6).  
 Dynamics. Components in this category are notably associated with time. That is, 
these components change in nature following the flow of time. Correspondingly, change 
in these dynamic components affects other components in the system. In the present 
research, a clearly identifiable dynamic component is “writing tasks.” For instance, the 
argumentative essay writing task stipulates the requirements of a specific literacy activity 
in which instructor feedback is situated (see Chapter 4). Since the specifics of each 
writing task vary, instructor feedback should also dynamically change accordingly. 
 Emergent behavior. “Emergent behavior” signifies an end point in the system's 
behavior. The present research defines “instructor written feedback” as an emergent 
component: written feedback emerges from collective interaction of the components 
within the system. In the proposed model, each individual instructor written feedback 
instance is considered as a part of the adaptive component. By contrast, “instructor 
written feedback” in the emergent behavior category represents written feedback as a 
collective whole. In the L2 WIFS model, all components in agent, heterogeneity, 
organization, adaptation, and dynamics categories collectively interact with each other 
and manifest a particular outcome or specifically configured instances of feedback at a 
given point in time. In other words, the components’ collective interaction gives rise to 
emergent behavior. The word “behavior” here does not necessarily refer to actions, but 
rather points to the results or emerging phenomena resulting from the collective 
interaction of system components.  
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Table 7. 1 
Components of the L2 Writing Instructor Feedback System Model 
Agents: L2 writing instructors, L2 writing students 
Heterogeneity: feedback strategies, instructional context, time constraints, student 
writing performance 
Organization: L2 writing classroom 
Adaptation: instructor feedback instances as defined by form, purpose, and target area. 
Dynamics: writing tasks,  
Emergent behavior: instructor written feedback (A sum total of feedback instances) 
 
 The L2 WIFS model aims to represent the conditions that the instructor participants 
abided by when providing written feedback in relation to form, purpose, and target area. 
In other words, it is a total ecological system that the instructor participants used to make 
a specific decision as to how, where, and why they provided feedback in response to their 
students’ drafts. It is important to note, however, that the model only describes what the 
instructor participants were doing in the instances examined. Hence, it is not my intention 
to claim the generalizability of the model to other instructors. Using the model as a 




 Allison’s and Aaron’s written feedback practices were affected by various contextual 
forces as represented by the components of the L2 WIFS model. Within the components 
of the model presented above, the following components were found to have affected 
their feedback practices (see Chapter 6). Hereafter, I refer to the following components 





1. Instructional context 
2. Feedback strategies 
3. Student writing performance 
4. Writing task 
5. Time constraints 
 
The finding reported above answers RQ1: What contextual factors affect L2 writing 
instructor written feedback practices? The present research identified five contextual 
factors which affected L2 writing instructor written feedback practices (see Chapter 6). 
The nature of these contextual factors, however, should not be regarded as uniform, but 
rather the ways in which each of the contextual factors affected written feedback 
practices were unique to each of the two instructor participants.  
In the L2 WIFS model, WFCFs are regarded as the basic components which affected 
the L2 writing instructors’ feedback practices in terms of form, purpose, and target area. 
For instance, L2 feedback studies have already reported that the nature of the writing task 
affects how L2 writing instructors provide written feedback (Ferris, 2003; Leki, 
Cumming, & Silva, 2008). However, the uniqueness of the present research lies in its 
attempt to include relational pictures of the factors described above and how they 
collectively as well as individually led to specific instances of instructor feedback. The 
following sections discuss how the instructor participants’ feedback practices were 
affected by the WFCFs presented above.  
  
Factor 1: Instructional context 
Instructional context is regarded as a heterogeneous component in the L2 WIFS 
model. Heterogeneous components represent differing characteristics of agents in the 
system, which create variability within agents.  
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As presented in Chapter 6, both instructor participants reported that their feedback 
practices changed due to differences between their past and present instructional contexts. 
“Instructional context” is used here somewhat specifically as it is related to each 
instructor participants’ perceived differences between their current and past writing 
classroom contexts.  
For instance, Allison had taught a mainstream composition class prior to teaching the 
ESL composition class studied for this research. In the mainstream composition class, her 
students were predominantly L1 English speakers, while in her current ESL composition 
class the students were all Chinese. She reported that the differing language status of her 
students made her adjust her feedback practice. Thus, in the mainstream composition 
class, she had felt insecure because she was an L2 English speaker attempting to teach 
academic writing to L1 English speakers (see Chapter 6). As a result, she strongly felt the 
need to justify her feedback by providing comparatively more verbal comment-based 
feedback. On the other hand, when teaching the ESL composition class, she did not feel 
the need to justify her feedback, and thus, as she mentioned, actual instances of her verbal 
feedback comments became much less.  
Aaron also reported change in his feedback practice. Specifically, he mentioned that 
his prior teaching was in an EFL context where the product approach was predominantly 
used. In his past teaching context, his feedback therefore was targeted at only grammar 
issues and no student-instructor conferences took place. By contrast, his current class 
used the process approach to teaching writing. The focal point of the approach was to 
provide written feedback to students throughout the process of their writing. Due to these 
major difference between his past and present instructional contexts, the nature of his 
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feedback practice changed dramatically. Specifically, Aaron’s feedback in the current 
classroom focused on rhetorical concerns rather than grammar.  
 
Factor 2: Feedback strategies 
 The second factor which affected written feedback practices is feedback strategies. 
Feedback strategies are also a heterogeneous component in the model, which represents 
different strategies used by the instructor participants.  
 Feedback strategies represent general rules that instructors apply in providing 
feedback. In this study, three different types of feedback strategies were identified (see 
Chapter 6). One type provides positive feedback when students’ drafts fulfilled a partial 
requirement of the writing task. The second type is instructors’ exclusive focus on the 
higher order issues rather than surface problems such as grammar or lexical errors. The 
third and last type is encouraging students’ autonomy in their revision processes.  
 For example, the instructor participants reported that they wished to give students the 
opportunity to think on their own to figure out how to revise their papers (see Chapter 6). 
Thus, both of the instructor participants frequently used symbols such as underlines or 
circles, which is most particularly suited to direct students’ attention to the issues at hand, 
while encouraging them to find the solutions on their own.  
 The impact of feedback strategies was also observed in the specific choices that the 
instructors made in regard to the purposes behind their feedback. A substantial number of 
their feedback instances were indirect feedback, whose underlying purpose was: 1) to 
direct students’ attention to specific issues that the student drafts contained, 2) to 
encourage students to resolve the issues without instructors’ direct intervention, 3) to 
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provide a positive feedback which does not essentially require any revision, or 4) to 
indicate a location of the problem. As presented in Chapter 5, the feedback purpose 
category represents four types of feedback—direct, indirect, positive feedback, and 
location marker. These different purposes were associated with feedback strategies. A 
good illustration of this association is that both instructor participants frequently provided 
indirect feedback, which corresponds to their feedback strategy of encouraging students’ 
autonomy.  
 Feedback strategies also seem to have affected where instructor written feedback was 
targeted in a given draft. The fact that the instructor participants focused more on higher 
rather than lower order concerns exemplifies the selectivity of target areas in their 
feedback. For instance, argumentation was the primary area to which the instructor 
participants gave their written feedback, because it was a higher order concern. By 
contrast, language-related errors did not receive much feedback as they were lower order 
concerns. Therefore, feedback strategies can be considered a factor that affected 
instructors’ decision making in relation to the feedback target area category.  
 As can be seen in the model, feedback strategies is a heterogeneous component 
creating variability between the two instructors. While the findings suggest that the 
instructors both displayed similar strategies, how these strategies were exercised in their 
feedback practices was qualitatively different, resulting in different frequencies of 




Factor 3: Student writing performance 
 Student writing performance is a heterogeneous component and, as in the first two 
factors presented above, it defines a characteristic of instructors. This component is tied 
to the instructors because student writing performance is not based on an objective 
measurement. Rather, it is based on the instructors’ perceptions about their students’ 
writing performance on the writing assignment.  
 Student writing performance as observed by the instructors affected their feedback 
practices. However, the manner in which the two instructors perceived student writing 
performance was qualitatively different. For Allison, student writing performance was 
evaluated based on her past student writing performance. By contrast, Aaron used his 
recollection of the writing performance of the same student across different writing 
assignments.  
 In Allison’s case, when the expected level of performance was not achieved in a 
given draft, she increased the frequency of her feedback. She reported that her students’ 
drafts were not at the usual standard compared to her past students, and as an emergency 
measure she decided to provide an increased frequency of written feedback. It is 
noteworthy that the expected performance of student writing is created based on 
cumulative experience in teaching the same course (see Chapter 6). Hence, it can be said 
that students’ drafts are evaluated based on the instructor’s mental representation of the 
standard level of student performance developed through time. This indicates that 
Allison’s feedback practice was not the product of the immediate instructional context 
but cut across both current and past instructional contexts. 
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 Aaron, on the other hand, appears not to have compared his present and past 
students’ writing performance. Rather, he compared the drafts written by the same 
student over the course of the semester. He remembered what Shu wrote in the previous 
writing assignments remarkably well and he was drawing from Shu’s drafts for the 
previous assignments to provide reflective feedback to her draft in the current writing 
assignment (see Chapter 6). 
 
Factor 4: Writing task 
 The writing task is the only component in the dynamics category in the L2 WIFS 
model. The component in this category is notably associated with time–the nature of the 
component changes over time. Writing task was an important factor which partially 
determined what issues of writing the instructor participants provided written feedback 
on, since the argumentative essay writing task stipulated the requirements for the kind of 
writing that students were expected to compose. In other words, the specific requirements 
of the writing assignment led to the instructor participants’ selective attention to the 
writing issues that their respective students’ drafts contained.  
 For instance, as presented in Chapter 5, many feedback instances were targeted at 
argumentation, format, and wording. These select areas of writing were important in the 
argumentative essay writing assignment. However, this selective focus on the specific 
areas of writing is not universal across different writing tasks because each writing task 
has its own specific requirements. Therefore, it is possible to hypothesize that instructors’ 




Factor 5: Time constraints 
 Time constraints was a factor which affected how much written feedback the 
instructor participants could realistically provide. As presented in Chapter 6, they spent 
roughly 30-40 minutes per essay providing written feedback. In the model developed, 
time constraints were defined as a heterogeneous component since the availability of time 
differs from one instructor to another for both personal and professional reasons. 
 The instructors were both working as part-time instructors and studying as Ph.D 
students. Therefore, their available time was limited. Allison, for instance, mentioned that 
she set priorities in her personal life as a Ph.D student, and spending too much time on 
providing written feedback created a “vicious cycle.” She also believed that students 
should attend to their writing issues by themselves.  
 Aaron was also a part-time instructor, but the nature of the time constraints that he 
indicated was different from Allison’s. In Aaron’s case, he customarily attempted to read 
his students’ papers right before meeting them at their conference sessions. This was 
necessary because he needed to remember the content of his students’ essays and also the 
written feedback which he had provided on the essays so that he could orally explain his 
feedback in detail at the conferences.  
 As can be seen in the examples above, the nature of the time constraints stemmed 
from each of the instructors’ respective circumstances, again creating variability within 
agents. As a result, the frequency of written feedback instances in terms of form, purpose, 




Contextual factors and L2 writing feedback practices 
The findings reported in the previous sections are directly relevant to the second 
research question:  
RQ2: How do contextual factors identified relate to written feedback practices? 
 
Table 7.2 summarizes the contextual factors identified in relation to forms, purposes, 
and focus of L2 written feedback in order to present whether or not each of the factors 
affected form, purpose, and/or focus of feedback.  
Table 7. 2 
Five Contextual Factors and L2 Writing Written Feedback Practices 




Feedback Purpose Feedback Focus 
Instructional Context YES NO YES 
Feedback Strategies YES YES YES 
Student Writing Performance YES NO YES 
Writing Task NO NO YES 
Time Constraints YES YES YES 
 
As an overall summary, all five contextual factors affected Allison’s and Aaron’s 
feedback practices. However, the nature of each contextual factor was specific to the 






Written feedback practices as dynamic and adaptive behavior 
As presented in Table 7.1, the L2 WIFS model consists of multiple components 
within the field which represents a particular area or context in which the system 
operates. The significance of the model is its attempt to capture L2 instructor feedback 
and associated activities as manifesting non-linear and dynamic relationships. Non-
linearity and dynamic relationships are achieved through unique interactions amongst 
the specific components of the system. For example, in a linear system, components of 
the system behave in a predictive and stable manner, which is analogous to a one-way 
street on which cars move in one direction, and no cars drive in the opposite direction. 
Once the rule is fixed, there is no change in regard to the flow of traffic, and thus 
predictable behaviors emerge. However, in a non-linear system, the rule is destined to 
change over time, and conditions of the components of the system also change 
accordingly. If the traffic rule changes in time, the street may become a two-way street, 
and we may see traffic moving in both directions. Non-linearity thus signifies that the 
behaviors of system components are neither static nor definitive, but rather they change 
dynamically in response to time-bound conditional change in each of the system 
components. Consequently, the future state of the system is not strictly predictable, 
which contrasts with a linear system.  
In the L2 WIFS model, non-linear and dynamic relationships of the components are 
clearly inferable. Writing tasks, for example, change over time, and as a result 
instructors modify their feedback strategies. Similarly, instructional contexts change 
over time, as old students leave and new students come each semester with different sets 
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of skills and experience in L2 writing. Even within the same instructional context, 
students continually develop their writing skills and changing their writing performance 
affects how instructors may provide feedback.  
 
The presence of subsystem 
In a complex system, subsystems are also present. The presence of subsystems is one 
condition which leads the larger system to behave in a dynamic and non-linear manner. 
In the L2 WIFS model, the aforementioned five factors interact with the instructor 
feedback practice component. However, the study also found that unique relationships 
exist within the feedback practice component, which represents the three categories of 
feedback: form, purpose, and target area in terms of their frequency (see Chapter 5).  In 
other words, interaction occurs not only between different components but within the 
feedback practice component. 
In the WIFS model, the three categories of feedback are represented by the instructor 
feedback practice component, an adaptive component of the system. Within this 
component, the three categories of feedback—form, purpose, and target area—interact 
with each other and this interaction constructs a subsystem within the overall feedback 
system. The presence of the subsystem signifies interactions within the component as 
opposed to interactions between two or more different components in the larger system. 
As presented in Chapter 5, feedback form is the category that displays the most 
visible associations with two categories of feedback: purpose and target area. For 
example, in order to provide indirect feedback, the instructor participants frequently used 
circles or underlines, which is a time-efficient way to simply direct students’ attention to 
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identified problems. This shows an association between the feedback form and purpose 
categories. Moreover, the feedback form category was related to the feedback target area 
category. A good illustration of the interaction between these two categories is that the 
instructor participants used verbal comment frequently to provide feedback on 
argumentation, which was an important target area of feedback in the argumentative 
essay writing assignment. Since verbal comment can convey concrete and specific 
suggestions, it was better suited for the task to provide feedback on this important area of 
writing. 
As suggested by the examples above, each instance of feedback emerged as a result 
of the collective interaction of internal elements: form, purpose, and target area. These 
different aspects of feedback interact with each other and manifest as an instance of 
feedback. Therefore, although WFCFs affect the overall instructor feedback practices, 
there is another layer of interaction within the categories of feedback which contributes to 
creating dynamic and non-linear behaviors of components within the entire system. 
 
Predictability of L2 writing written feedback practices 
The L2 WIFS model consists of multiple relationships that exist amongst the 
WFCFs. The WFCFs ultimately lead to the emergence of specific feedback instances, 
which can be defined in terms of their form, purpose, and target area at a given moment. 
The system’s behavior dynamically changes according to the ever-changing conditions 
of the system components, and because of this fluctuating nature of the components, 
instructor feedback may at times appear rather chaotic. However, a moment-to-moment 
decision that instructors make for a specific feedback instance in response to students’ 
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writing is thought to be highly systematic according to this complexity-theoretic 
account; in other words, it is conditioned due to the presence of (a) specific 
component(s) which acts to stabilize the behavior of the entire system. In complexity 
theory, this kind of component which determines the system’s preferred state is called 
an attractor (Thelen & Smith, 1994). 
As each condition co-exists with other conditions, the presence of the attractor 
naturally limits what instructors can do to provide written feedback. Writing task, for 
instance, can be considered a potential attractor. Thus, once a writing assignment begins 
in the classroom, it is highly unlikely that instructors would modify the assignment so 
radically that it goes beyond a specific genre of writing and what the assignment 
requires students to compose. Once the specific requirements of writing task are 
defined, areas of writing that are considered important for the specific writing task are 
also determined. As presented previously, the instructor participants provided written 
feedback on the issues of writing most specifically related to the argumentative essay 
writing task. This is because the specific writing task enacts a kind of gravitational pull 
towards important areas of writing as defined by the requirements of the task. Hence, in 
the WIFS model, the writing tasks component works as an attractor and provides a basis 
for temporal predictability for a behavior of the instructional feedback practice 
component within the system. 
Another example of attractor can be found in the frequency of feedback that 
instructors provide. The present research found that this is partially conditioned by 
student writing performance. When instructors provide feedback, they concurrently 
assess their students’ writing performance in their drafts, and based on the result of the 
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assessment, instructors may choose to increase or decrease the frequency of feedback. 
This is exemplified in one of the instructor participants, who increased her feedback 
frequency because her students did not achieve the expected level of performance in 
their writing. However, the obvious constraint on the frequency of feedback that 
instructors could potentially provide is time. Due to this physical constraint, it is natural 
to assume that there exists an upper limit to the frequency of feedback. Hence, the 
conditional change is not indefinite and the range of decisions that instructors can make 
in terms of feedback frequency is always within the limitation set by time constraints. In 
this sense, time constraints and student writing performance jointly work as attractors 
which interact with the specific category of feedback. Thus, attractors in the L2 writing 
system model provide a certain level of stability to the overall system behavior and this 
leads to predictability of component behaviors within the system.  
The kind of predictability discussed above is temporal and does not display 
proportionate change in relation to other components as in a linear non-dynamic system. 
It is essentially different from deterministic, static, or linear predictability commonly 
sought in language acquisition research (Jessner, 2008). In a complex system, 
predictability is achieved by the inter-causal relationships within the system 
components, as opposed to direct linear relationships.   
 
Implications  
Since the 1980s, research studies on L2 feedback have offered us significant insight 
into the nature of instructor feedback. However, one major issue common to most of this 
research is the treatment and presentation of context. Specifically, previous research 
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studies tended to pay little attention to the significance of contextual factors. 
Correspondingly, there is only a handful of studies which investigated instructor feedback 
deeply situated in context (Hyland & Hyland, 2006b).  
In order to tackle this limitation in the previous L2 feedback research and provide a 
comprehensive account of the nature of instructor feedback, it is imperative to investigate 
the influence of context as an integrative part of teaching and learning activities in the L2 
composition classroom. Hence, the present research investigated instructor written 
feedback practice in an on-going process of teaching and learning in the classroom. The 
results of the study led to the development of an L2 WIFS model which captures the 
organic, ever-changing process of instructor feedback practice within instructional, 
personal, and professional boundaries. While the model is designed to represent the 
findings of the research in the specific contexts of learning, it may also serve as a 
tentative theoretical framework to further investigate the nature of instructor feedback 
practice and its impact. This section considers the potential implications of the findings in 
relation to L2 writing feedback research.  
 
Implications for future L2 writing feedback research 
 L2 writing feedback as context-bound activity. Instructors are never simply an 
automatic scoring tool or feedback producer; they do not merely respond to the text while 
being sheltered from the rest of the world. This signifies that instructor feedback practice 
is adaptive in nature rather than an unvarying response to the student’s draft in the 
immediate instructional context. 
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The present research found that L2 writing instructor feedback practice was 
contextually bound and situated. For example, Allison’s adaptive and dynamic feedback 
practice stemmed from her personal life as a graduate student, and also as a part-time 
instructor. She drew on her past teaching experience and the continuing observation of 
her students’ writing performance to decide the course of action in providing her 
feedback.  
Similarly, Aaron’s feedback practice demonstrated his choice of feedback was a 
product of collective interaction of the five contextual factors. His feedback was targeted 
predominantly at writing issues related to argumentation due to the nature of the writing 
task assigned to the student. He preferred indirect feedback to direct feedback because of 
his feedback strategies to focus on global issues rather than language problems such as 
grammar or lexical errors. He also indicated the frequent use of the verbal comment 
especially for “weak students,” which signified his continuous observation of student 
writing performance across different writing tasks and between drafts. Aaron did not 
provide feedback on recurrent issues—he would simply circle an issue once and let the 
student correct the same error in different places out of the concern for his available time.  
As the examples above suggest, the instructor participants’ feedback practices were 
inextricably linked to the specific conditions existing in the instructional and personal 
environment. As a more extended implication of these findings, we may consider that the 
conditions are neither static nor definitive, as the L2 WIFS model presupposes the time-
bound change of conditions in the system components. Each contextual factor changes its 
nature (even slightly) across time, affecting the choice that instructors make when 
providing feedback on each and every occasion.  
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We may also consider that the five contextual factors identified are assumed to have 
an ecological intra-relationship—change in one factor affects the other. For instance, if 
the writing task changes, instructors may choose to change their feedback strategies. And 
concurrently, student writing performance may change as a new writing task can be 
more, or less challenging. Change in the instructional context may also lead to change in 
how instructors may provide feedback as exemplified in Aaron’s experience in teaching 
in both EFL and ESL contexts. This is why the nature of L2 writing feedback practice 
cannot be fully explained by the mind-text duality framework which is often presumed in 
highly decontextualized and abstract L2 written feedback research. For better 
applicability of research findings to benefit teaching, it is imperative to move beyond a 
simple mind-text duality paradigm, as our mind does not merely respond to the text. 
Rather, our mind and actions are inseparably linked to contextual forces in rendering a 
possible decision in a given circumstance.  
 Expanding the notion of effectiveness. As the present research found, the 
instructors’ feedback practices were to an extent contextually motivated. In other words, 
their choices with regard to how and where to provide feedback were conditioned by 
multiple contextual factors. As a result, the instructors were not entirely free to provide 
just any written feedback. However, much L2 writing feedback research has been 
minimizing context and its impact on written feedback practice in an attempt to identify a 
generalizable effective feedback practice by virtue of statistical significance. This type of 
context-poor studies tends to ignore various contextual forces surrounding L2 instructors. 
It essentially means to disregard an ecologically situated unique human agency, which 
coordinates L2 instructors’ feedback practices. Unless there is a clear description of 
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contexts to which findings are generalizable, effective feedback may become a statistical 
myth, which has no real applicability to teaching, and the field may find itself gridlocked 
as it accumulates knowledge distant from what actually goes on or is possible in the 
classroom.  
In addition, researchers may well benefit from expanding the notion of effectiveness 
to examine conditions in which written feedback can be effective instead of directly 
attributing “effect” to only written feedback, but the entire ecological context in which 
written feedback is provided. The notion of effectiveness proposed here may be referred 
to as situated effectiveness to signify its departure from a direct linear notion of 
effectiveness—a theoretical assumption used in an attempt to explain the impact of 
written feedback by written feedback alone without revealing specific conditions under 
which specific kinds of written feedback are provided. By examining situational factors 
along with written feedback, studies may be able to provide explanations as to under 
what conditions a particular type of written feedback can be effective/ineffective.  
 
Limitations 
One major limitation to be noted in this space is the issue of context. The present 
research departed with a theoretical framework which principally assumes that any 
element in the environment is a part of the whole. From this view, the theory demands an 
investigation into everything in the environment, which is needless to say, an impossible 
feat. The present research thus attempted to look into all potentially relevant contextual 
factors related to written feedback practices without any top-down preconfigured 
approach. It still however was limited to the extent of available data. If the worth of a 
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research is determined based on its thoroughness in following the basic principles of 
theoretical framework applied, then the present research is a definitive failure. However, 
this is a limitation of any research endeavor as there is no research that can examine and 
provide comprehensive explanations of everything in the subject of interest. As a 
reflective note, a major benefit of attempting to use complexity theory lies in the fact that 
it allowed a more holistic approach to the current research and expanded a possibility of 
identifying and examining contextual factors from a more comprehensive perspective 
than that of many previous research studies in L2 writing feedback.  
An additional limitation of the present study is its obvious lack of generalizability 
due to the nature of the research design. In addition, the interpretation of data was 
moderately subjective. Hence, a different researcher might interpret the data differently 
and draw different conclusions. Regardless of its approach and design, however, any 
research is to an extent a subjective enterprise—as long as human agency is present in 
research, there is no absolute safeguard against being subjective and biased.  
While case studies may lack generalizability of study findings, the case study 
approach is particularly suited to exploring interrelationships among many different 
elements related to a particular subject as exemplified in the present research. Compared 
to statistically driven research, a case study approach makes it possible to investigate a 
subject of interest in a much more close-up manner, and thereby to present findings 
which cannot be discovered otherwise (Yin, 2003).  
Although the lack of generalizability can be considered a weakness of the present 
study, its value lies more in the descriptions of the particular context in which the 
research was conducted and its capacity to present various sources of data and draw 
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conclusions. These contextual descriptions—often called “rich description”—are one 
major characteristic of situated qualitative research, and are also a tenet that is considered 
highly important when claiming transferability of research (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). 
Transferability is often misunderstood as a synonym for generalizability (Huberman & 
Miles, 2002). However, while generalizability is claimed based upon theories of 
statistics, transferability is achieved through clear descriptions of the context in which the 
study is conducted, and its theoretical rationale lies in the assumed experience of 
common humanity—we are all social beings and therefore our behaviors are all 
conditioned by the environment and social community to which we belong (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). If so, by detailing the particularities of a situation and characteristics of 
agents who are present in the situation, findings specific to the situation can be 
considered applicable or transferrable to those who know of or are in a similar situation. 
Related to the aforementioned point, Erickson (1986) stated that the burden of proof 
is in fact not on the researcher when it comes to determining the transferability of 
findings in situated qualitative research. This is because the assumed audience needs to 
make a judgment on the applicability of the findings based on the information provided 
by the researcher. In other words, readers are required to bear the responsibility to 
determine the applicability of the findings to their own unique situations. In this sense, 
the findings of the present research can be applicable to the extent of the presence of 
people who are in a similar situation, as described in this study.  
To this end, I would like to conclude by noting that the findings of this study should 
be carefully interpreted and judgements of their transferability should be based on the 
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 This case study examined L2 written instructor feedback from a complexity theory 
perspective. By using the bottom-up approach to analyzing field notes, student written 
products, and instructor interview data, the study found that the nature of instructor 
written feedback is highly contextual and situated in the instructional context. The 
findings suggest that instructors’ feedback practices may well be under constant influence 
of various contextual forces. For the study participants, their feedback practices were 
affected by five contextual factors: 1. instructional context, 2. feedback strategies, 3. 
student writing performance, 4. writing task, and 5. time constraints. Based on the results, 
the study attempted to develop a model of L2 writing feedback to represent the nature of 
the participants’ feedback practices, while accounting for the contextual factors 
identified.  
 The study is unique in terms of its utmost attention to context as the embedded part 
of a specific social practice—L2 written feedback practice. It contributes to the current 
body of the research in L2 writing feedback, which has paid little attention to the 
significance of context. One notable strength of the present study is its thick description 
(Geertz, 1973) of L2 writing instructors’ written feedback practices in an on-going 
classroom and its surrounding context from both emic and etic perspectives. Thus, the 
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study revealed the complex nature of feedback practice, which has been previously 
ignored. 
 The findings presented however have no generalizability due to the nature of the 
research design. In particular, although the model developed was empirical evidence-
based, the sample size was small. Therefore, a future study could benefit from increasing 
the sample size, while maintaining focused attention to contextual factors.  
 In addition, to what extent the model proposed can be applicable to similar contexts 
remains an important question. A future study should be conducted to validate the model 
and the findings in order to determine if the model can be used as an overarching 
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Appendix AI: Research Information Sheet 
You have been invited to take part in a research study about instructor feedback and its 
impact on students’ writing. This study will be conducted by Masakazu Mishima, 
Department of English, Purdue University, as a part of his doctoral study. His faculty 
sponsor is Professor Dwight Atkinson, Department of English, Purdue University. 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following: 
1. complete a questionnaire about your background (age, gender, education, etc.) in your 
free time and send it to the researcher via email – The questionnaire takes 
approximately 15 minutes to complete. 
2. participate in four weekly interview sessions (30 - 60 minutes per session) at the 
researcher’s office at YOUNG822 (Separate interviews will be conducted for 
instructors) 
3. Allow the researcher to observe your class (50 minutes per lecture session and 10 
minutes per conference session). The researcher will be observing conversational 
interaction between students and the instructor.  
In addition, instructor participants will be asked to: 
4. submit any specified teaching material associated with the course (e.g., syllabus, 
handouts) via email. 
Student participants will be asked to: 
3. submit all your written work that you will produce for the course via email. 
Incentives 
For student participants, extra credit (which does not exceed 3% of overall grade) will be 
given to student participants in return for their participation. The amount of credit 
awarded will be determined by the participants' instructor. There will be a equivalent 
alternate assignment for non participating students to earn the same amount of credit. 
Risks 
There are no known risks associated with your participation in this research beyond those 




Confidentiality of your research records will be strictly maintained and no data will be 
publicly shared without removing any information which may directly or indirectly link it 
to your identity. Due to the nature of this research, your names will be collected through a 
survey in order to link each of the surveys to its respondent. This will allow the 
researchers to conduct a situated analysis of data which is intended for this research. 
However, all identifiers will be replaced with pseudonyms in the process of data analysis. 
Data collected from student participants will not be shared with the instructor participant. 
This also applies to the data collected from the instructor participant, which will not be 
shared with student participants. Audio recordings including transcriptions, and surveys 
will be securely stored on a personal computer of the co-investigator's, access to which is 
limited to the investigator. All data will be kept indefinitely for future research purposes.  
Participation 
Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw 
without penalty. Please note if you are a student, your participation or non participation 
will not affect your grade. For interviews and surveys, you have the right to skip or not 
answer any questions you prefer not to answer. By submitting your survey, you have 
agreed to participate in the research. 
If you have any questions about participation in the study, please contact Masakazu 
Mishima at mmishima@purdue.edu  
For questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact Human 
Research Protection Program Purdue University office at 765-494-5942.  











Appendix AII: Student Survey Form 
 
PART I: Demographic Information 
Name:                                        
Sex: Male/Female 
Age:       years old 
Where are you from? 
City:                      Country:                          
What is your first language? *If there is more than two, indicate all languages that you 
grew up speaking. 
First language:                                
 
How long have you been studying English? 
 
Have you ever studied abroad before coming to the U.S.? 
YES     NO 
 
How long have you lived in an English speaking country? 
 
What is your most recent score on a Standard English language proficiency test (e.g., 
TOEFL/IELTS)? Indicate your overall score and individual score on each section of the 
test. 





When did you receive the scores above? (e.g., July, 2011) 
 
Have you ever learned to write in English in a formal educational setting (e.g., high 
school)? 
 
Did your writing teacher (s) in the past give you feedback on your writings?  
 
What kind of feedback did you receive from your previous teachers? Indicate areas and 
forms of feedback. 
Area (e.g., grammar, content): 
 




Are you experienced with revising your papers based on your teacher’s feedback? 
 
Do you think you have problems with understanding your teacher (s) in English?  
 
Do you find it difficult for you to adjust to life in the U.S.? 
 
Is U.S. education different from education in your country? 
 
































Appendix AIII: Instructor Survey Form 
 
PART I: Demographic Information 
Name:                                        
Sex: Male/Female 
Age:       years old 
Where are you from? 
City:                      Country:                          
What is your first language? *If there is more than one, indicate all languages that you 
grew up speaking. 
First language:                                
 
PART II: Instructor Characteristics 
How long have you been teaching this course? 
 
What is your educational background relevant to teaching composition? 
 
What kind of training did you receive prior to teaching this course? 
 
What is your goal in teaching this course? 
 
What is your understanding about instructor feedback on students ‘writing? 
 
What is your teaching philosophy which shapes your approach to providing feedback to 







































                                                     
3 The assignment sheet was standardized for all sections of 106i course. 
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Appendix EI: Allison’s Written Feedback Instances 
No. Feedback Form Location 
 Checkmark  
1 next to the student's name 
p. 1 left top 
corner 
2 However p. 1 para. 1  
3 next to “A1”(Instructor's note) p. 1 para. 2  
4 next to “evidence 1” (Instructor's note) p. 1 para. 2  
5 Moreover p. 1 para. 2 
6 next to "evidence 2" (Instructor's note) p. 1 para. 2 
7 next to "Concluding remark" (Instructor's note) p. 2 para. 2  
8 According to p. 2 para. 3 
 Circle   
9 I p. 1 para. 1  
 Underline   
10 From this topic… p. 1 para. 1 
11 Pets and people... p. 1 para. 2  
12 can't … p. 1 para. 2  
13 cheating… p. 1 para. 2  
14 been… p. 1 para. 2   
15 Dr. Zou… p. 1 para. 2   
16 now been... p. 1 para. 2  
17 It is not the reason… p. 1 para. 3  
18 prove… p. 1 para. 3 
19 body system… p. 1 para. 3 
20 definitely… p. 1 para. 3 
21 won't… p. 1 para. 3  
22 Steven Dowshen… p. 2 para. 3  
23 don't… p. 2 para. 3 
24 don't... p. 2 para. 3  
25 department and a pet hospital… p. 2 para. 4   
26 a big deal... p. 3 para. 4  
27 don't... p. 3 para. 5  
28 don't... p. 3 para. 5  
29 a good way to go… p. 3 para. 5   
 Verbal Comment   
30 page number 
p. 1 top right 
corner 
31 you can find a more specific title p. 1 next to title 
181 
 
32 your reasons? arguments p. 1 para. 1  
33 A1 p. 1 para. 2  
34 is this the title? p. 1 para. 2  
35 who is this person? p. 1 para. 2  
36 evidence 1 p. 1 para. 2  
37 who is this person? p. 1 para. 2  
38 intext citation - Barries Gunter p. 1 para. 2  
39 intext citation - Dr. Zhou p. 1 para. 2  
40 evidence 2 p. 1 para. 2  
41 Concluding remark p. 2 para. 2  
42 you can write a better topic sentence p. 2 para. 3  
43 not sure I understand p. 1 para. 3  
44 Argument 2 p. 2 para. 3  
45 intext citation p. 2 para. 3  
46 weak evidence p. 2 para. 3  
47 intext citation p. 2 para. 3  
48 counter argument p. 2 para. 3  
49 strange phrase p. 2 para. 3  
50 who is this person? p. 2 para. 3  
51 intext citation p. 2 para. 3  
52 how is this relevant to your argument p. 2 para. 3  
53 one idea per paragraph p. 2 para. 3  
54 counter argument p. 2 para. 4  
55 intext citation p. 2 para. 4  
56 you relay too much on one source p. 2 para. 4  
57 good but you should give this info the first time you mention Dr. Zou p. 2 para. 4  
58 weak evidence p. 3 para. 4  
59 too informal p. 3 para. 4  
60 2nd paragraph p. 3 para. 5  
61 argument 3 p. 3 para. 5  
62 weak evidence because it's personal experience p. 3 para. 5  
63 too informal p. 3 para. 5  
 Direct Correction  
64 Source: been     Correction: ing  p. 1 para. 2  
65 Source: There     Correction: “T” is corrected to “t” p. 2 para. 3 
 Bar  
66 you can find a more specific title p. 1 next to title 
67 is this the title? p. 1 para. 2  
68 who is this person? p. 1 para. 2  
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69 you can write a better topic sentence p. 2 para. 3  
70 Strange phrase p. 2 para. 3 
71 you relay too much on one source p. 2 para. 4  
 Arrow  
72 also p. 2 para. 1 
 Deletion  
73 
Source: It's also   Correction: “s” is crossed out and “also” is moved to 
after “can” 
p. 2 para. 3  





















Appendix EII: Aaron’s Written Feedback Instances 
No. Feedback Form Location 
 Checkmark  
1 next to good thesis  p. 1 para. 1  
2 next to Nice stats  p. 1 para. 2  
 Circle  
3 the new came out of the p. 1 para. 1  
4 are p. 1 para. 2  
5 choose p. 1 para. 2  
6 come p. 1 para. 2  
7 limit p. 1 para. 2  
8 make p. 1 para. 2  
9 there are p. 2 para. 2  
10 has p. 2 para. 3  
11 into p. 3 para. 1  
12 feed p. 3 para. 2  
 Underline  
13 the development of decade p. 1 para. 1  
14 I finished the personal narrative… p. 1 para. 1  
15 The popularity of Chinese people in U.S. p. 1 para. 2  
16 data collection p. 1 para. 2  
17 also many of my friends p. 1 para. 2  
18 has gradually accepted p. 2 para. 2  
19 types of courses of China p. 2 para. 2  
20 all already stereotype p. 2 para. 2  
21 believed p. 2 para. 3  
22 believed p. 2 Para. 3  
23 American p. 2 Para. 3  
24 Chicken(a Szechwan dish) p. 2 para. 3  
25 believed p. 2 para. 3  
26 as more "Chinese" as the same thing p. 2 para. 3  
27 parochialism p. 2 para. 3  
28 In fact… p. 2 para. 3 
29 it is an American Chinese dish p. 3 para. 1  
30 the wonderful tastes p. 3 para. 2  
31 There are still Chinese… p. 3 para. 2  
 Verbal Comment  
32 In America? you should add it p. 1 para. 1  
33 It's not really a common way of showing your research p. 1 para. 1  
34 good thesis p. 1 para. 1  
35 This means something else! p. 1 para. 2  
36 You can provide the source here (in text citation) p. 1 para. 2  
37 Nice stats p. 1 para. 2  
38 Don't forget in-text citations… p. 2 para. 1  
39 But to me this… p. 2 para. 1  
40 Passive Voice! p. 2 para. 2  
41 This word is many time unnecessary in academic writing. p. 2 Para. 2  
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42 You mean variety of Chinese food? p. 2 Para. 2  
43 But don't you think...  p. 2 Para. 2  
44 why past? p. 2 Para. 3  
45 Spacing p. 2 Para. 3  
46 rewrite this! (grammar) p. 2 Para. 3  
47 But if you say something like this…? p. 2 Para. 3  
48 verb! p. 3 Para. 1  
49 I'm not real sure… p. 3 Para. 1  
50 preposition! p. 3 Para. 1  
51 you might use the fact… p. 3 Para. 2  
52 I don' get this? p. 3 Para. 2  
53 you also need works cited page as well. 
p. 3 below para. 
2 
 Direct Correction  
54 Source: food Correction: Food p. 1 above title 
55 Source: missing comma, correction adding a comma p. 1 para. 1  
56 
Source: the new came out of the Correction: new restaurants served 
beyond their 
p. 1 para. 1  
57 
Source: I finished…report. Correction: have done in-depth research for 
the whole semester. 
p. 1 para. 1  
58 Source: also many of friends Correction: so did we and… p. 1 para. 2  
59 Source: applied students Correction: applicants p. 1 para. 2  
60 Source: Ford dining court Correction: Food Dining Court  p. 2 para. 2  
61 Source: in Correction: to p. 2 para. 3  
62 Source: American Correction: the fusion p. 2 para. 3  
63 Source: parochialism Correction: myopic p. 2 para. 3  
 Insertion Mark  
64 Because p. 1 para. 2  
65 Chinese p. 2 para. 2  
66 to p. 3 para. 1  
 Bar  
67 education p. 1 para. 2 
68 I’m not real sure… p. 3 para. 1 
69 you also need works cited page as well. 
p. 3 below para. 
2 
 Arrow  
70 In America? you should add it p. 1 para. 1  
71 
Source: the new came out of the Correction: new restaurants served 
beyond their 
p. 1 para. 1  
72 It's not really a common way of showing your research p. 1 para. 1  
73 You can provide the source here (in text citation) p. 1 para. 2  
74 limit p. 1 para. 2  
75 Don't forget in-text citations… p. 2 para. 1  
76 But to me this… p. 2 para. 1  
77 This word is many time unnecessary in academic writing. p. 2 Para. 2  
78 You mean variety of Chinese food? p. 2 Para. 2  
79 But if you say something like this…? p. 2 Para. 3  
80 you might use the fact… p. 3 Para. 2  
 Deletion  
81 than every year before p. 1 para. 2 
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82 there are p. 2 para. 2  
83 But don't you think...  p. 2 Para. 2  
84 in p. 2 para. 3  
85 Every types p. 2 para. 3 
 Curly Brace  
86 But don't you think...  p. 2 Para. 2  
 Question Mark  
87 the development of decade p. 1 para. 1  
88 You mean variety of Chinese food? p. 2 Para. 2  
89 all already stereotype p. 2 para. 2  
 X-mark  


















Appendix F: Pre-Structured Interview Questions for Instructor Participants 
Note: The following are pre-structured interview questions which the investigator asked 
instructor participants during a regular interview session. Additional questions were 
asked reflectively according to the course of interaction between participants and the 
investigator. 
 
Q1. Why did you give this feedback to Student A (student’s name)? 
Q2. What is your evaluation of his/her paper in its current state? 
Q3. What do you think Student A (student’s name) needs to do to improve his/her 
writing? 
Q4. Do you think Student A (student’s name) understands your feedback? 
Q5. In what way, do you think this feedback would help Student A (student’s name)? 
Q6. Do you see any improvement in Student A’s (student’s name) paper attributable to 






























Masakazu Mishima earned his master’s degree in TESOL at Soka University of America. 
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1. Soka University Japan      April’14-Present 
Position: Adjunct Faculty 
・ Teach Test preparation course (TOEIC preparation) 
・ Teach Business English speaking course 
・ Teach EAP course (Writing, Speaking, Listening and Reading) 
・ Test development 
 
2. Aoyama Gakuin University     April’ 15-Present 
Position: Adjunct Faculty 
・ Teach English speaking class to undergraduate students (3rd and 4th year). 
・ Teach technical English in Science and presentation skills to graduate students.  
 
3. Meiji Gakuin University      April’14-March’ 15 
Position: Adjunct Faculty 
・ Teach academic writing course 
・ Test development 
・ ITP test administration 
 
4. Purdue University      Jan’12 –Dec’13 
Position: Oral English Proficiency Program Lecturer (Graduate Level Course) 
・ Teach English speaking/presentation skills to nonnative English international 
graduate students 
・ Oral English skill exam rating 
・ Oral English test development 
 
5. Purdue University      Aug’09 – May’11 
Position: University Lecturer (Undergraduate Course) 
・ Teach academic writing to domestic students/international students 
・ Teach academic writing to nonnative English speaking students 
 
6. New York University       Jan’08 – Dec’08 
Position: English as a second language instructor 
・ Teach English communication and American culture for adult ESL learners 






7. INDE (IT company based in Japan)     Oct’07 – Aug’08 
Position: English Language Learning Software and Curriculum Design Advisor 
・ Curriculum design, commercial material development and program 
management and evaluation 
 
8. Soka Junior and Senior High Schools          Mar’04 – Mar’07 
Position: English as a Foreign Language Instructor  
・ Teach English language courses (TOEFL preparation course, listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing at all levels) 
・ Curriculum design and material development. 
・ Interpret and translate at school meetings and events for non-Japanese 
speaking teachers 
・ Develop and review entrance examinations 
 
9. Soka University Japan            Apr’01 – Jul’02 
Position: World Language Center Program Manager/Instructor  
・ Manage multi-lingual study programs.  
・ Translate information booklets and event flyers (English - Japanese) 
・ Teach conversational English to university students. 
・ Help international students with their Japanese writing assignments such as 
research papers and theses).  
 
Teaching Related Work Experience 
1. Purdue University Oral English Proficiency Testing office 
Position: Testing Office Assistant      July’11-Dec’11 
・ Test administration 
・ Statistical Analysis/Reports 
・ Research 
・ Technical Manual Writing 
・ Test development 
・ Instructional support 
 
2. Soka University of America Calabasas   Jan’03 – Jul’03 
Position: Library Assistant  
・ Archive books, articles, journals, and other forms of publications. 







Mishima, M. (2008). Language proficiency and teaching experience in language 
education. NNEST Newsletter, 10(2)  
Mishima, M. (2009). Challenging the native speakerism. Teaching English as a global 
language in Japan. VDM Publishing House 
Mishima, M. (2013). Instructor feedback and students’ perceptions about their 
improvement in a freshman composition class: A recipe for reflective teaching. 
SLW news, March, 2013 issue. 
Conference Presentations 
Mishima, M. (2009). Japanese learner attitudes towards English accents. ESL 
Symposium, 2009 at Purdue University 
Mishima, M. (2010). Action research project: Instructor feedback and students’ 
perceptions about improvement of their writing skill in Freshman Composition 
course, ESL Symposium 2010 at Purdue University 
Mishima, M. (2013). Go beyond normal! Use of computer graphic animation tool in the 
language classroom. TESOL conference 2013 at Dalls, Texas.  
Mishima, M. (2014). Truth or False: Use of technology in teaching speaking  
     and writing in the second language classroom. Meiji Gakuin University    
     Faculty Development Workshop Spring 2014 in Yokohama, Japan. 
Contributions 
Mishima, M. (2010). What remains in my heart. SUA Today, February 2010 Issue.  
Mishima, M. (2015). Effective second language written feedback: Findings from my   







Teaching and academic Awards 
1. Purdue University Mary Gibson Memorial Teaching Excellence Award conferred in 
Fall 2013 (Graduate course teaching award) 
2. Purdue University Mary Gibson Memorial Teaching Excellence Award conferred in 
Spring 2013 (Graduate course teaching award) 
3. Purdue University Mary Gibson Memorial Teaching Excellence Award in conferred in 
Spring 2012 (Graduate course teaching award) 
4. Purdue University Teaching Excellence Award (Undergraduate course teaching award) 
conferred on May’10 
5. New York University Outstanding Achievement Award conferred on May’09 
 
Research Interest    
Second Language Writing – Instructor feedback and student response 
Second Language Acquisition – Motivation research 
English as an International Language – Postmodern analysis of English language 
education 
World Englishes – ESL/EFL learner attitudes towards native and nonnative English 
varieties, and issues of intelligibility. 
Language Assessment – Oral English skill assessment/Writing skill assessment 
Language Program Evaluation – Assessment of language education programs 
Second Language Education and Technology – Use of virtual avatar and a computer 
graphic animation tool to facilitate oral English speaking skill teaching and learning. 
Language Teacher Education and Professional Development - Nonnative/Native 
speaking teachers and their professional development  
Professional Responsibility 
1. Member of Search Committee for Purdue University Oral English Proficiency 
Program Administrator: between October 2013 and December 2014 
2. Journal of Language Testing Peer Reviewer: from April 2013 to present 
3. TESOL2013 Proposal Reviewer: between July 2012 and Mar 2013 
4. Purdue University Second Language Studies Program Academic Presentation 
Coordinator: between May 2010 and May 2011 
 
